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Abstract
Professional development is a main strategy that schools use to change
educator practice (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009), which has
increasingly become a focus because of community pressure to ensure educational
equity (Ahebee, 2020; Graves, 2020; Miller, 2022; Vegas & Winthrop, 2020). Yet
there is little consensus about how to pursue professional development related to
equity practice, especially outside of administrator leadership (Bottiani et al., 2018;
Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Kezar et al., 2021; Theoharis, 2007; 2010). Teacher
leaders, equity directors, and educators in the non-profit space are uniquely positioned
to provide new insight into professional development for equity. This qualitative study
utilized grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) and included intensive interviews,
document analysis, and a community circle with nine participants (Boyes-Watson &
Pranis, 2020; Charmaz, 2014). Analysis utilized in vivo and process coding methods
throughout four phases of analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016). Findings include
that emotional discomfort with the content of equity learning emerges in many forms.
Skilled equity leaders expect, plan for, and prepare learners for emotional discomfort
and transformative learning in their professional development by using strategies such
as story sharing and slowing down to build trust, and using social and emotional
learning for adults. They also create custom frameworks for practice for their schools
that combine approaches to equity, including culturally responsive teaching, anti-

racism, restorative practice, trauma informed care, and social and emotional learning.
A proposed framework for professional development for equity integrates best
practice in professional development with attention to emotions and transformative
learning.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Community pressure is building for schools to become more equitable
(Ahebee, 2020; Graves, 2020; Miller, 2022; Vegas & Winthrop, 2020). During the
summer of 2020, in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic, America reckoned with
inequalities in our society, brought to national attention by the racial justice movement
following the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, among too many others, at
the hands of police (Dastagir, 2021). What began as calls for police reform quickly
grew to calls for reform of many public institutions, including schools. The last five
years, culminating with the COVID-19 crisis, have been considered a turning point in
the educational equity movement because of a growing understanding in the public of
the essential role of schools in leveling inequities in society (Graves, 2020; Vegas &
Winthrop, 2020). While this movement is far from uncontroversial (e.g., Miller, 2022
or Rufo, 2021), many schools and districts in the Pacific Northwest have embraced the
equity movement.
Educator Effectiveness and Professional Development
School systems trying to change look for high-leverage factors, and teacher
effectiveness has been demonstrated to be the most impactful school-based factor on
student’s academic outcomes and trajectories (Chetty et al., 2014; Hanushek, 2011;
Jackson, 2016; Jacob & Lefgren, 2004). Teacher quality can follow students long after
they leave school as well, impacting their higher education attainment, life-time
earnings, and health. Highly effective principals also can have an impressive impact
on students, raising achievement by two to seven months of learning over a school
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year; as well as impacting many other aspects of their schools (Branch et al., 2012;
2013). It is important to note that most educators are caring towards students and mean
well (Bonner et al., 2018), and that blaming teachers for inequity takes attention away
from systemic factors (Garcia & Guerra, 2004). Yet the context of education and
expectations for teachers are changing rapidly.
These known factors have led to renewed attention to professional
development as the main strategy that schools use to encourage growth in educator
competency and change in practice (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009).
Schools already invest significantly in professional development. Some estimates say
that the K-12 professional development market was worth approximately $5.71 billion
in 2020, with continued growth projected in the post-COVID period (Simba
Information, 2020). The largest portion of these spendings goes out of districts to
businesses and individuals who offer professional development. Statista Research
(2016) forecasted that $4.1 billion will be paid by schools to external providers of
professional development in the US in 2020. These numbers translate to a large part of
school budgets at the local level. A 2015 study found that large- and medium-size
districts spent nearly $18,000 per teacher, per year on professional development
activities, and that teachers are engaged in development activities for about 150 hours
per year, nearly 19 full work days (Jacob & McGovern, 2015). There is no need to
carve out a new area of reform or redirect funding, making improving professional
development a pragmatic area to focus change efforts (Berger, 2019; Jacob &
McGovern, 2015; Statista Research, 2016). Yet, a knowledge gap exists in schools
about the best way to pursue professional development for equity.
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Guiding Interest and Sensitizing Concepts
A guiding interest can provide a place to start inquiry into a topic, and is often
based in researcher’s experiences and areas of previous research (Charmaz, 2014). The
guiding interest in this study comes from my professional interest in making schools
more inclusive and responsive to students; this comes from a career in special
education with diverse students, raising up three children, and a long-term intellectual
partnership with (and marriage to) an alternative high school principal.
Sensitizing concepts spark interest in a topic and give researchers an initial
jumping-off place to start inquiry (Charmaz, 2014). The sensitizing concepts for this
study began with a conversation with a school principal at a professional learning
network meeting. An exasperated principal, after listening to the presentation on SEL,
blurted out “We know we need to be doing social-emotional learning; we know we
need to be doing equity. But how? Where do we start?” These questions prompted a
visceral reaction and sparked my thinking. Schools do know that equity is important;
they see the effects of a lack of equity every day. But is equity something you “do”?
Where do you begin, as an educator, if equity is your goal? Is the answer in the
literature, and if not, who might know? These questions set the initial direction for this
study.
During 2019 and 2020, I participated in several equity-focused professional
learning networks in order to give and receive support. These informal, facilitated,
group problem-solving and networking experiences introduced me to many educators
deep in the weeds in equity work in schools. I found out that their work is often
unknown outside of their district or organization: they are mid-level district
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coordinators and directors, trainers in the non-profit space, or TOSAs (teachers on
special assignment). These mid-level leaders and the daily, important work they do to
create frameworks, lead trainings, have difficult conversations, and crunch data are at
least as important as the visionary leadership of principals and superintendents who
usually receive the credit in the media. These professionals have a wealth of insight,
experience, and creativity about leading others in equity work; their work is vital, yet
largely behind the scenes.
The sensitizing concepts for this study include the growing movement towards
the adoption of evidence-based practices to provide equitable education for students;
the need for help with how to pursue effective equity professional development; and
the growth of equity leadership as a field in schools.
Leadership for Educational Equity
A leadership field focused on educational equity has begun to emerge (Gooden
& Dantely, 2012; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Kezar et al., 2021; Theoharis, 2007;
Wilson et al., 2013). As evidence has mounted for the importance of leadership for
equity, new roles or positions have been created to lead equity work, and this has
accelerated in response to the pandemic and movement for racial justice of 2020
(Kezar et al., 2021; Starr, 2020). Different than other types of leadership that are often
shaped by a defined role such as principal, leadership for educational equity can also
be pursued from many different angles, including teacher-leaders, TOSAs, district or
regional coordinators and directors, trainers from the non-profit and private sectors,
and coaches (Jacobs et al., 2014; Kezar et al., 2021; Theoharis, 2007); others have
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documented leadership for equity in community, parent and student roles (Rodela &
Bertrand, 2018).
Equity leaders who lead from the middle of their organizations are uniquely
positioned to provide new insight in professional development content and strategies
for three reasons: (a) they typically have less positional power than building leaders
and superintendents, meaning they must rely on strategies other than status to get
things done; (b) their roles are often self-designed; and (c) as a new field, there are few
traditions attached to those roles to constrain their work. These three aspects mean that
these equity leaders primarily lead with their ideas. This makes them an ideal group to
study when looking for new thoughts about equity professional development and
practice. What are those ideas? How did they come to them? And how do they apply
them? are the key questions of this study.
Statement of the Problem
Community pressure to make schools more equitable is increasing. The highleverage point of educator effectiveness with equity practice has led to renewed
attention to professional development as a pragmatic strategy for school reform. Yet a
knowledge gap exists in schools around best practices and approaches to equity
professional development. An opportunity to fill this gap has emerged with the
increase of equity leaders in a variety of roles taking up the challenge of creating
solutions to move schools forward towards educational equity.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study is to understand how to
create transformative professional learning for educational equity by investigating the
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perspectives, practices, and experiences of equity leaders who work with P-12
educators.
Research Questions
1. How do equity leader’s experiences and perspectives influence their work
towards educational equity?
2. How do equity leaders conceptualize and understand equity work?
3. How do equity leaders use professional development encourage the adoption
of equity practices in schools?
Methodology Overview
This study, following the transformative research paradigm, took a grounded
theory approach (Charmaz, 2014; Thurlow, 2020; Mertens, 2007). Study participants
were gathered through purposeful, snowball criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994) and included nine participants who lead equity
professional development as an essential part of their professional role. Interviews, a
group session, and documents served as data sources. Data were analyzed with
constructivist grounded theory methodology, utilizing in vivo and process first-cycle
coding and focused second-cycle coding methods (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016).
Using the constant comparative method (Kolb, 2012) and analytic memoing, multiple
phases of analysis were completed, yielding results at several junctions. The final
comparative analysis yielded key findings about the way leaders approach
professional development for equity and recommendations for practice.

6

Significance
This research is significant because a knowledge gap exists in schools about
the best way to prepare educators for equity practice or increase their effectiveness at
providing equitable education. The field of inquiry that crosses equity, professional
development, and leadership is currently small and additional research is still needed
in this area as the demand for equity leadership in schools grows.
The findings may be useful in a practical sense for districts, schools, and for
educators who lead equity work. Findings may also be applicable to higher education
programs that prepare teachers and administrators. Finally, this work is timely, with
history’s eyes on it, as our nation continues to grapple with issues of equity both in
society and in the schools.
Summary
Renewed attention has focused on professional development as the main
strategy that schools use to encourage change in educator practice (Darling-Hammond
et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009). Substantial investments are made in professional
development, yet a knowledge gap exists in schools about the best way to pursue
professional development for equity. Scholarship focused on educational equity has
paid little attention to equity leaders who are not administrators (Gooden & Dantely,
2012; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Kezar et al., 2021; Theoharis, 2007; Wilson et al.,
2013). Teacher leaders, equity coordinators and directors, and those that work in the
non-profit space lead with their ideas and are uniquely positioned to provide new
insight in professional development content and strategies. The purpose of this
qualitative grounded theory study is to understand how to create transformative
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professional learning for educational equity by investigating the perspectives,
practices, and experiences of equity leaders who work with P-12 educators. This
introductory chapter is followed by a literature review of the theoretical framing and
relevant sources in Chapter 2. The methods of inquiry in Chapter 3 are then followed
by the results of data gathering in Chapter 4. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the results of
the study and presents the implications for educators and schools.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study is to understand how to
create transformative professional learning for educational equity by investigating the
perspectives, practices, and experiences of equity leaders who work with P-12
educators. This literature review will provide context and background about the
sensitizing concepts presented in Chapter 1: the growing movement towards school
reform through professional development, aimed at increasing the adoption of
evidence-based practices to provide equitable education for students; and the growth
of equity leadership as a field in schools.
This literature review will investigate these concepts to draw out current best
practices and theories, so that this project can extend these understandings further
(Charmaz, 2014). Figure 1 shows a conceptual model for this literature review.
Figure 1
A Conceptual Model of the Literature Review
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The model shows the three areas of equity leadership, equity practice, and professional
learning. The broken lines represent that these are areas where understanding is
currently incomplete. These three key concepts are surrounded first by adult learning,
as this is important to all of the key areas. Secondly, they are surrounded by
humanized education, the broader theme that embraces equity in order to provide a
holistic education to all students. The lines that do not meet represent that these areas
are fluid and continue to change and include more concepts as the context of education
changes.
First is presented literature examining the roots of equity in schools, followed
by an examination of the three areas of equity leadership, equity practice, and
professional development. An exploration of the areas where these concepts overlap,
leadership for professional development towards equity. Last, a summary of the
literature is provided along with a statement of the research gap.
The Roots of the Equity Movement in Schools
The movement to address inequity and make schools more responsive to
student needs has its roots in the early 20th century. In 1954 the ruling in the Brown v.
Board of Education case officially ended segregation and schools were integrated
(Kluger, 2011). One of the effects of integration was the closing of Black schools and
the dismissal of many Black teachers, which resulted in the loss of their knowledge
and experience in teaching Black students from within their own culture (Johnston et
al., 2017). A number of factors including a lack of cultural connections and
institutional racism disadvantaged Black students within the formerly all-White
schools, and their educational achievement plummeted (Johnston et al., 2017).
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In the modern era, studies have extensively documented that this gap in
achievement between particularly students of color and White students continues to
grow (Hanushek, 2011; National Academy of Sciences, 2019). The lack of educational
equity within American schools has led to a significant, irreplaceable, lifetime loss of
income, health and well-being for many citizens (Campos, 2008; Hanushek, 2011;
National Academy of Sciences, 2019). The privileging of some students over others
has affected not only these individuals but our nation and society as a whole, which
has missed out on the talent of many millions of students by excluding them from
fulfilling their potential (National Academy of Sciences, 2019).
Many students with disabilities also faced segregation and outright exclusion
from schools until the passage of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) in 1974 (Latham et al., 2008). Native American communities in the United
States have also been deeply damaged by educational policies of the past that sought
to assimilate students and communities into the dominant culture against their will
(Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006). This has resulted in the irreversible loss of language
and culture for communities across the nation (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006). The
movement towards educational equity draws from these histories of injustice, as well
as similar stories from many other communities that echo these same themes of
exclusion, segregation, cultural assimilation, and discrimination; both in the United
States and across the world (National Academy of Sciences, 2019). Contemporary
equity work draws from many different schools of thought, including
psychology, sociology, history, cultural anthropology, pedagogy, criminal justice,
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health, neuroscience, human development, political science, and more. This
interdisciplinary nature may be why equity work is seen as complex.
Defining Equity
While equity is a common term that is used frequently in education, the
definition of equity has several different interpretations. Poekert et al. (2020) define
equity as:
A state in which dimensions of privilege and oppression (e.g. race, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, gender, sexual orientation, religion) are not predictive of
or correlated with educational outcomes, broadly defined, in any significant
way, and where all learners are able to participate fully in quality learning
experiences (p. 541).
Educational equity is sometimes used synonymously with social justice, i.e. repairing
the damage of the past (Theoharis, 2010). Gay (2018) suggests that equity and
responsive education are less about what you do, and more about beliefs and identity
as an educator. The National Academy of Sciences (2019) defines equity in schools as
a process of distribution:
Equity is the idea that need replaces a mechanistic approach to equality; that
the distribution of certain goods and services is purposefully unequal so that
the neediest of students may receive more of certain resources, often to
compensate or make up for their different starting points (p. 22).
Some argue that students who are the most advantaged currently also receive the most
resources and opportunities, creating large differences in the trajectories of educational
performance between high and low performing students, known as achievement gaps
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(National Academy of Sciences, 2019). Many define equity as a goal which will be
attained when achievement and outcome gaps are closed. Research into these gaps
over the last 30 years has revealed that many aspects of identity and life experience
can be linked to inequitable education, as described in Figure 2 (Baptiste, 2020).
Figure 2
Aspects of Inequity

Note. From “Talking About Equity in Schools: Tools for Difficult Conversations,” by Baptiste, K.,
2020, Thinking Maps, p. 2 (https://www.thinkingmaps.com/talking-about-equity-in-schools/).

These are aspects of inequity that children and their families have little or no control
over, yet may have an impact on the trajectory and opportunities a child may have
later in life. These differing perspectives on the definition of equity as a status, as a
process, and as an outcome cannot necessarily be reconciled; how equity is
conceptualized may be shaped by many factors, including experiences and goals.
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A Word about Labels
In research, categorizing people with group identifiers can be necessary and
useful, but can also lead to dehumanizing oversimplification (Chicago Beyond, 2018).
Terms that describe people by their racial or ethnic background are fraught because of
histories of discrimination and do not always capture the nuance of students’ complex
and intersectional racial and ethnic identities (Gay, 2018; Tatum, 2017). These
identities also intersect with other aspects of identity, like gender and sexuality
(Warner, 2008; Warner & Shields, 2013). This project attempts to use labels
respectfully when it is helpful for understanding and avoid them otherwise.
To talk about students whose achievement and outcomes are the target of
equity practice, historically under-served students is used as a blanket term that
purposefully may include many aspects of identity. The term people of color or person
of color will be used when race or skin color is the salient variable, and culturally and
linguistically diverse will be used when culture, ethnicity, or language is the salient
variable (Hammond, 2015; Tatum, 2017). More specific group identifiers will be used
as necessary and with caution. The term diversity is used in this study to communicate
the idea that every single participant in our schools has a unique background and
history, shaped by their identities, culture, and experiences.
Equity Leadership in Schools
Pivotal to addressing inequities within education communities are equity
leaders. The last five years have seen increased numbers of school districts hiring or
appointing an equity leader to oversee their efforts towards educational equity (Starr,
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2020). This field of work is relatively new for education, but has been active in the
private sector for many years.
Diversity training as a concept came out of the Civil Rights Movement of the
1960s, as businesses and educational institutions came under increasing pressure to
end discrimination in the workplace and hire more people of color and women into the
workforce (Anand & Winters, 2008). The creation of leadership positions to oversee
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) within schools and business organizations was a
natural extension of this work (Anand & Winters, 2008). While in the business sector
interest in DEI has grown steadily in recent years, hiring in this area picked up
significantly in the summer of 2020. One study found that the number of DEI leaders
increased by 16% from January 2020 to February 2021 (Hatler, 2021).
Similar to the private sector, many school communities have recently hired or
created positions for professional educators or administrators to oversee or lead the
educational equity initiatives, programs, or interventions in their schools (Starr,
2020). Their roles can have many different titles. These could include director of
equity and diversity; chief equity officer; director or coordinator of diversity, equity
and inclusion; equity coordinator; equity coach; and many other forms that are specific
to particular sites. These different titles go along with differing responsibilities,
expectations, and influence.
Describing Equity Leadership
Little consensus exists on the duties and responsibilities of equity leaders,
unless they also hold a role that is already defined, such as a building leader. Equity
leaders who are directors, coordinators, trainers, or coaches may have vastly different
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responsibilities depending on where they work (Kezar et al., 2021). Starr (2020)
recommends that in order to be successful, equity leaders should have real authority,
have a high-level position in the superintendent’s cabinet, and have clearly described
roles and responsibilities; however, that may not always be the case. The work of
equity leaders may also include working directly with students, planning and advising,
consulting, or coordinating between departments (Starr, 2020). An important aspect
for many equity leaders is leading professional development for teachers and
administrators and coordinating organizational change efforts (Ishimaru & Galloway,
2014). Beyond these tasks, their work may include higher-order leadership such as
visioning, collaborating, and navigating organizational politics (Ishimaru & Galloway,
2014).
Frameworks for Equity Leadership
Frameworks are a type of language structure created to communicate the
relationships between ideas. Frameworks structure our thinking about a topic and
create a map of connected concepts, showing hierarchies and relationships between
concepts if they are present (Cresswell & Poth, 2018; Minsky, 1974). In the field of
equity work, frameworks are common because it is an interdisciplinary effort that
becomes easier to understand with some organizing structure. For educational
communities, frameworks clarify which ideas they are using to shape their practice. A
search of the scholarly literature was completed to understand current theoretical
frameworks for equity leadership in schools. Current theories in this area include
social justice leadership, transformative leadership, culturally responsive leadership,
organizational leadership for equity, and shared equity leadership.
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Social Justice Leadership. Social justice is often used as a synonym for
equity. Theoharis (2010) defined social justice leadership as “principals who advocate,
lead and keep at the center of their practice and vision issues of race, class, gender,
disability, sexual orientation, and other historically marginalizing conditions in the
United States” (p. 93). The literature on social justice leadership focuses on equity
leaders as advocates or activists. They typically lead from the front of organizations,
focusing on improving instruction, inclusion, and school climate; increasing
collaboration with families and communities; and working around obstacles to change
(Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Theoharis, 2010). Social justice leadership mainly
focuses on improving practice within existing school systems.
Transformative Leadership and Culturally Responsive Leadership. These
two theories of leadership draw from critical theory (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995),
critiquing the purpose of education and the current education system. They focus on
strengths-based approaches and include advocacy for broader change in society
(Wilson et al., 2013). Culturally responsive leadership follows the pattern of culturally
responsive teaching by using the lens of culture, holding high expectations for
students, and partnering with families (Gooden & Dantely, 2012).
Organizational Leadership for Equity. Ishimaru and Galloway (2014)
present a model for organizational leadership for equity. Their model is based on three
drivers of equity leadership: framing disparities and action, construction and
enactment of leadership, and inquiry culture (Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014). A list of
practices they found common to equity leaders was developed. These 10 practices
used by equity leaders to mitigate educational inequity are:
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•

Constructing and enacting an equity vision

•

Developing organizational leadership for equity

•

Supervising for equitable teaching and learning

•

Fostering an equitable school culture

•

Allocating resources

•

Hiring and placing personnel

•

Collaborating with families and communities

•

Engaging in self-reflection and growth for equity

•

Modeling

•

Influencing the sociopolitical context.
(Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014, pp. 94-95)

The authors suggest these practices exist along a continuum and the authors also
provide a rubric for self-reflection and evaluation (Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017;
Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014).
Shared Equity Leadership. A framework for shared equity leadership comes
from the higher education community. This framework is based on the position that
transforming institutions is complex and will take more than leadership from the top of
organizations; sharing equity leadership among many levels of the organization is
needed in order for equity-focused reforms to take hold (Kezar et al., 2021). This
framework focuses on three key elements: personal journeys toward critical
consciousness, values, and practices. In this model, these three elements are the
essential forces at work within effective shared leadership teams that drive equity
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work on college and university campuses (Kezar et al., 2021). This model is based on
recent research using a case study design. Coming from higher education, this study
focused on leaders such as deans, provosts, and directors who incorporated equity into
their leadership practice.
Leadership Models for Professional Development Towards Equity. Poekert
et al. (2020) propose a model of leadership for professional development towards
equity based on a review of research at the intersection of professional learning,
leadership, and equity. This model, as seen in Figure 3, describes the interaction of
key principles of this theory.
Figure 3
Principles of Leadership for Professional Learning Towards Educational Equity

Note. From “Leadership for Professional Learning Towards Educational Equity: A Systematic
Literature Review,” by Poekert, P. E., Swaffield, S., Demir, E. K., & A. Wright, S., 2020,
Professional Development in Education, 46(4), p. 558.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2020.1787209
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This model describes the fundamental issues that affect leadership for equity and
impact how professional learning is pursued (Poekert et al., 2020). With the inclusion
of identity development and dialogue as important pieces, this model harmonizes with
an important adult learning theory, transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2018).
These frameworks draw from similar theoretical backgrounds and a shared
understanding of the need for equity leadership. They differ in how they frame the
work of leaders and the scope of leadership; some including greater societal change
(Gooden & Dantely, 2012; Wilson et al., 2013) while others primarily focus on change
within existing school systems (Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Kezar et al., 2021;
Theoharis, 2010). Importantly, these frameworks describe leadership primarily for
organization leaders, such as principals, superintendents, and deans.
Studies of Equity Leadership
Many qualitative studies of leadership for educational equity have been
completed with school administrators such as principals or assistant principals (for
example, Bristol, 2015; Carpenter et al., 2015; Kose, 2007; Martinez et al., 2019).
Two exemplars from this literature highlight the importance of social skills and selfawareness in leadership for equity.
A study from Australia links the concepts of equity leadership, inclusion, and
multi-culturalism through social justice (Bristol, 2015). These authors use the term
inclusion broadly to talk about the integration of multi-cultural education and diverse
students as well as those with disabilities. This multi-site case study found that
specific leadership practices were linked to school’s progress towards inclusion;
specifically, carefully planned conversations with teachers initiated by the leader to

20

move inclusion from ideas into embodied practices. They also found that a side effect
of these conversations was improved leadership by both the leader and the teachers
(Bristol, 2015).
A case study of assistant principals (APs) working for social justice in
struggling low-income schools highlighted the importance of identity in equity
leadership (Carpenter et al., 2015). Researchers found that, although the APs described
wanting to work from an ally status, most often the APs worked from an altruistic
standpoint (Carpenter et al., 2015). This study points to identity development as an
important process in the work of equity leaders as they move into new roles
(Carpenter et al., 2015). These two examples highlight that much of the research in the
area of equity leadership focuses on formal leadership positions.
Qualitative studies of teacher leadership were also present in the literature. A
study of teacher leaders who facilitated professional development on their campuses
looked for factors that inhibited and facilitated change. This study found that
inhibiting factors such as low principal support and fear were obstacles to change; the
teacher leaders needed to step back to address these conditions before moving forward
with equity professional development (Jacobs et al., 2014). In schools where teacher
leaders found supportive conditions, including collegiality and principal support, a
greater focus on equity was adopted, teachers were more empowered, and greater
educational equity was achieved (Jacobs et al., 2014). Teacher leaders as described in
this study may be comparable to some of the equity leaders in the present study,
including responsibility for coordination, curriculum development, and planning; and
mentoring and coaching teachers (Jacobs et al., 2014).

21

Another qualitative study looked at directors of equity. This grounded theory
dissertation study interviewed 16 diversity directors, 8 heads of school and 4 other
diversity leaders (Ford, 2016). One of the research questions focused on the leaders
and their experiences, while the other two sought to understand how these leaders
created equity for students. The model generated from this study focuses on three
stages of diversity leadership: grappling - adapting to difference, constructing sharing responsibility and building relationships, and maturing – affirming and
establishing excellence throughout the community (Ford, 2016). The author explained
the challenges of diversity or equity leadership, including structural/organizational
challenges and cultural/social challenges. This study was completed with leaders from
independent schools; that is, private schools, and data gathering was limited to
interviews. This researcher also noted the shift in language from diversity to equity as
the preferred term, and the lack of research on directors of diversity or equity in the
literature.
Themes within Equity Leadership
Several themes emerged while reviewing the literature on equity leadership,
including obstacles to change-making efforts related to positionality, siloing, and
power. Many authors pointed out that most of the literature on equity leadership is
focused on principals or other formal leaders (Carpenter et al., 2015; Ford, 2016;
Galloway & Ishimaru, 2017; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Jacobs et al., 2014; Kezar et
al., 2021). Positional power, indeed, was a theme that emerged through the
comparison of several studies of principal equity leadership. Principals have a certain
amount of power to direct activities in their schools because of their traditional and
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formal role as the school’s leader. It may be difficult to separate the particular qualities
of equity leadership from principal leadership. For example, principals plan and lead
professional development in their building, similar to non-administrator equity leaders.
However, principals also evaluate teachers and staff and craft budgets for their
building; not tasks associated with an equity coach or coordinator. Thus, the level of
participation of educators in equity professional development presented by a building
administrator, and educator’s overt reactions to these activities may be affected by the
fact that the presenter is their supervisor as well as the traditional leader of their
school. Non-administrator equity leaders, including teacher-leaders, generally do not
have the same formal power or traditional roles associated with school leadership, yet
they still engage in a leadership relationship with educators (Jacobs et al., 2014). This
makes this group of equity leaders interesting in the study of equity leadership because
of the removal of the effects of positional power.
Others have pointed out the competing priorities of district-level equity
leaders, whose responsibilities can include evaluation of the district who has hired
them for problems related to equity. This can put them at odds with many
stakeholders, including their superintendents and parent community, a difficult
professional and emotional space (Dugan, 2021; Kezar et al., 2021; Miller, 2022;
Starr, 2020). They also run the risk of becoming the sole “Equity Warrior” in their
district, shouldering tasks that might otherwise be shared among leaders (Dugan,
2021; Kezar et al., 2021). When these roles are filled by people of color, as is often the
case, they may be the only person of color or one of a few in the senior leadership
team, which can be a lonely and isolating role (Ford, 2016; Kezar et al., 2021;
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Schnellert, 2020). Isolation may also occur because of siloing between departments.
Siloing is a term that in educational contexts usually refers to how departments of a
school or district are split into separate spheres, with separate offices, meetings,
organizational structures, and budgets (Kezar et al., 2021; Kilgore & Reynolds, 2010).
Siloing also has a negative connotation when it is meant to denote a lack of
communication and collaboration between departments (Kilgore & Reynolds, 2010).
Having experienced these challenges, equity leaders who are not primarily
building leaders may have special insight aside from the use of positional power.
Additionally, the way they think about and conceptualize their work may be different
than the way an administrator or formal leader does, yielding insight into equity
leadership. They also may have ways of approaching equity practice and professional
development for equity that have not been well-documented in the literature.
Equity Practice
Equity practices operationalize the awareness of inequity into concrete actions
and interventions. Equity practice is defined here as the utilization of educational
practices whose goal is to address one or more aspects of inequity. Equity practice fits
into a larger pattern of more humanized education (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021;
Dutton, 1976). In this review, the relationships between these two concepts are
conceptualized as seen in Figure 4.
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Figure 4
Conceptual Relationship of Equity Practices to Humanized Education

The roots of humanized education can be traced back to the earliest examples of
formal education in Western civilization, emphasizing a well-rounded education. It
received attention again in the 1970’s, in opposition to the growing emphasis on
learning through purely cognitive approaches (Dutton, 1976). Recent iterations of
humanized education focus on education that is inclusive of student’s individuality
and their experiences (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Ferdig et al., 2020). It is a term
that is often used in the context of personalized learning, critical theory, and human
rights (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Ferdig et al., 2020). Embracing equity
movements, which seek to repair harm and create balance in the provision of
resources, humanized education is a holistic approach to education that recognizes and
respects human rights and human needs. In this study, humanized education is seen as
a backdrop to equity-focused education.
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Five equity practices are prominent in the equity movement and are recognized
as best practices in equitable education: culturally responsive education (Hammond,
2015; Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2014), anti-bias/anti-racism training (Tatum,
2017), restorative practices (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012; Boyes-Watson & Pranis,
2020; Zehr, 2015), trauma-informed practice (Walkley & Cox, 2013), and social and
emotional learning (CASEL, 2020; Greenberg et al., 2003). Equity practice as a
collective term is useful because this work often involves combinations of several of
these practices.
Some of these equity practices focus on systemic and organizational change,
including shifting policy or changing decision-rules for guiding the work of
intervention teams (Cressey, 2019; Morrison & Vaandering, 2012). However, many
also or exclusively focus on making changes to the professional and instructional
practices of adults who work within schools. This focus is related to the evidence that
teachers are the most significant school-based factor to impact students’ educational
outcomes (Chetty et al., 2014; Hanushek, 2011; Jackson, 2016), and principals have a
significant impact on student achievement as well (Branch et al., 2013). This section
will give an overview of these equity practices, beginning with culturally responsive
education, the foundational equity practice that emerged in Black schools in the Jim
Crow-era in the United States.
Culturally Responsive Education
One of the most important components of the movement toward educational
equity in the United States has been culturally responsive education (CRE). While
different authors have slightly different descriptions of what CRE is, Gay describes it
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as a method to teach culturally and ethnically diverse students through their cultural
orientations (2018). Hammond (2015) describes CRE as a mindset about how to lead
diverse students to the knowledge and skills they are likely to need and that match
their goals, while Gay (2018) suggests that culturally responsive describes not what
you do, but who you are. These authors emphasize that CRE is not about
implementing a certain curriculum or using particular types of instruction, but is more
deeply seated in teacher’s beliefs and understandings about their students.
Many authors have contributed to the research and theoretical literature on
CRE, thus the terms that describe the practice of using a cultural lens to make
educational choices have changed as this field has developed. For this study, the term
that seems to express the spirit of this movement with the most brevity is culturally
responsive education. This is intended to succinctly capture the ideas of multi-cultural
education, culturally relevant pedagogy, culturally responsive teaching, culturally
responsive and sustaining education, culturally sustaining pedagogy, culturally
revitalizing education, and other related terms. The abbreviation CRE is also intended
to disambiguate culturally responsive teaching from Critical Race Theory (LadsonBillings & Tate, 1995), which is also referred to as CRT. Three prominent authors
have contributed seminal works in this field.
Gay (2018) directs that teachers should develop a way of teaching that is
curious about students, cares for and is sensitive to their needs, sets high expectations,
and is knowledgeable about the deep culture, values, and beliefs that inform their
learning and behavior. Attributes like race, culture, ethnicity, class, and intellect are
not discrete variables that can be separated easily. Instead of becoming an expert on
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the cultural attributes of each one, although building cultural knowledge is important,
Gay’s method is to become an expert on responding to the culture students bring into
the classroom.
Ladson-Billings (2000; 2014) focuses on teacher preparation for teaching
culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students through three major domains:
academic success which includes intellectual growth; cultural competence, including
appreciating and celebrating one’s own culture while gaining knowledge and fluency
in at least one other culture; and socio-political consciousness, which includes critical
thinking skills to identify, analyze and solve real world problems (Ladson-Billings,
2000). Opposing a teacher-centered approach to education, Ladson-Billings argues
that students can be sources of knowledge as well as recipients, and are resources for
building collective knowledge within the classroom community (Ladson-Billings,
2000). Ladson-Billings has been prominent in criticism of the implementation of CRE
by schools (2014). She describes how some schools change their posters, add a few
books to the multi-cultural shelf in the library, and celebrate Kwanzaa along with
Christmas, addressing only the very surface level of school practice and avoiding the
substance of systems or pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2014).
Further innovation in the field of CRE has included building the scientific
rationale for why CRE works for students and is essential in schools. Hammond
(2015) describes her approach to CRE as bringing together culturally responsive
pedagogy, neuroscience, and equity. Paired with re-orienting teaching towards
equitable outcomes, the author suggests that understanding the socio-political context
of student’s lives is key to understanding the behaviors that they use to cope with their
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situation. She uses evidence from the study of the impact of stress and trauma on the
brain to describe those behavioral responses (Hammond, 2015). According to
Hammond, CRE is a mindset that is more about approach and process than it is about
interventions (2015); thus, she also advocates for pushing equity beyond
understanding and expressing care, into actions. Hammond, echoing Gay, suggests
that CRE is not about doing things differently in the classroom, but about becoming a
different kind of teacher (2015).
Culturally responsive education has been widely embraced by the education
community and is one of the most important components of the movement toward
educational equity in the United States. Seminal authors focus on the personal,
relational nature of CRE, reiterating that it is less about instructional technique and
more about a stance towards educating that is curious, sensitive, caring,
knowledgeable, and above all student-centered. However, the successful
implementation of CRE relies on teachers being able to see their own culture and how
if differs from the culture of others.
Anti-Bias/Anti-Racism
Essential to the work of developing a culturally responsive education practice
is the critical examination of history, power dynamics, one’s values and beliefs, and
one’s own racial, ethnic, and cultural identity (Gay, 2018; Hammond, 2015; Kendi,
2019; Ladson-Billings, 2000, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Tatum, 2017).
Naming it as a barrier to culturally responsive practice, researchers have found that
adults who have not yet had constructive conversations about bias, privilege, and race
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may struggle with the self-reflection necessary to understand their role in a school
system that produces unequitable outcomes (Schlund et al., 2020).
Anti-bias/anti-racism education (ABAR) comes from the field of psychology
and the research on implicit bias in the 1970s and the 1980s (Greenwald & Lai, 2020;
Tatum, 2017). Implicit bias is the idea that stereotypes and attitudes hidden outside of
conscious awareness guide our behavior and judgement (Greenwald & Lai, 2020).
These unconscious biases have been shown to significantly impact what people expect
from others and thus how they behave towards others; many studies have documented
this bias. Examples of these studies can be found in the medical profession (Smedley
et al., 2003), the police force (Hehman et al., 2018), in higher education recruitment
(Beattie et al., 2013), and in P-12 education (Gilliam et al., 2016). Studies of implicit
bias in teachers have shown that as early as preschool, teachers unconsciously expect
more misbehavior from Black children, especially Black boys (Gilliam et al., 2016).
This expectation results in Black boys being punished more frequently and more
severely than other children (Gilliam et al., 2016). Given these troubling findings,
training focused on changing implicit biases has received a growing amount of
attention as a component of equity practice in recent years. Anti-racism training for
educators has been heavily influenced by the work of educator and psychologist
Beverly Tatum as well as scholars in the area of Critical Race Theory (Kendi, 2019;
Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Anti-racism is an idea that results in practices; much
like CRE, anti-racist defines who you are more than what you do (Kendi, 2019).
Because of its close ties with CRE and restorative practice, it is included in this
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literature review as an equity practice; in schools, it takes the form of professional
development with adult educators.
Restorative Practice
Restorative practice comes to schools from the criminal justice system, where
it was innovated as an alternative to punitive discipline, with an agenda of
accountability, empowerment, and rehabilitation (Zehr, 2009; 2015). Zehr cites
Australian and New Zealand Aboriginal conflict resolution traditions as the source of
restorative practice, which came to North America via the Mennonite community
(2009). Restorative justice is a conferencing process to restore relationships and repair
harm between victims and offenders (Zehr, 2009). The content of a restorative
conference focuses on the conflict, restitution, resolution, and reconciliation (Morrison
& Vaandering, 2012). While this practice was first used in criminal justice in a
reactive way, after a crime was committed, it was readily adapted to proactive use. It
has been applied in other settings where discipline strategies are used to address
conflict and problematic behavior, such as adult care settings and more recently
schools (Zehr, 2009). The reactive version is called restorative justice; restorative
practice encompasses both proactive and reactive strategies (Wachtel, 2016). Simply
described by Costello and colleagues (2019), “The restorative practices movement
seeks to develop good relationships and restore a sense of community in an
increasingly disconnected world” (p. 7).
Within schools, restorative practices are used as an alternative to common
discipline structures that utilize a punishment/reward paradigm (Morrison &
Vaandering, 2012). Instead of punishing misbehavior in the classroom, a teacher using
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a restorative approach would try to understand the context of the behavior, speak with
the students involved, use affective statements to explain how the behavior impacted
them, and guide the students through expressing their own experiences. Then, the
teacher would help the students who impacted others make a plan to repair the harm
done, and then hold students accountable for following through on their plan
(Morrison & Vaandering, 2012). Often this process is completed while sitting together
with the people involved in a circle so that everyone may face each other. This same
basic structure can be used for informal conversations in the classroom to address
small incidents, as well as larger community circles and formal conferences that
address major harms. Some schools also use restorative practices in the community,
for example, in collaboration with local police to reduce suspensions, expulsions, and
arrests of students (Arundel, 2021).
The key difference between restorative practice and other approaches to
discipline is not the form it takes, the circle. The difference is in the shifting of
responsibility for control over student behavior from the educators to both the children
and the adults, through high expectations and high levels of support. Figure 5
describes four ways of maintaining boundaries and behavior expectations (Wachtel,
2016). It is used to explain the relationship between high expectations and high
support in the restorative approach.
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Figure 5
The Social Discipline Window

Note. From “Defining Restorative,” Wachtel, T., 2016, International Institute for Restorative Practices,
p. 3 (https://www.iirp.edu/images/pdf/Defining-Restorative_Nov-2016.pdf)

Restorative settings have both high accountability and high levels of support,
and see students as capable, thus empowering educators and students to work with
each other to achieve solutions to conflict. While schools tend to adopt restorative
practice primarily for discipline, many find that the restorative practices are applicable
in many other situations schoolwide (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020; Costello et al.,
2019).
Circles. Circles are an important component of restorative practice in schools,
and can be used many different ways within the classroom, with small groups of
students or educators, and as a whole school (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020; Costello
et al., 2019). In a restorative circle speaking time is shared by participants. A
facilitator guides and supports the group through the stages of the process, keeps time,
and holds the agenda (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). Circles can be held for many
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different purposes. Four basic types include community building, peace building,
repair, and celebration circles.
The simplicity of circle practice structures does not necessarily mean less
complexity; the greater the emotional content of the circle, the more care it takes to
maintain, by both the participants and the facilitator (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020).
However, the circle structure is designed for sharing, and to safely hold difficult,
emotional conversations and can do so effectively (Costello et al., 2019). Circle
facilitators need to prepare and practice to expertly navigate difficult conversations,
and it can be taxing (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). Circles have been widely
integrated into other equity practices, including social and emotional learning
interventions and trauma informed care (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020).
Trauma Informed Care
Trauma informed care is an equity practice that comes out of the medical field,
with contributions from psychology and neuroscience. It is based on the understanding
that traumatic experiences can have a significant and lasting effect on people’s
physical health, mental health, behavior, and decision-making (Felitti et al., 1998).
Traumatic experiences in childhood are especially impactful, and it is estimated that
62% of adults have at least one traumatic childhood experience (Merrick et al., 2018).
Researchers have also found that traumatic experiences are more prevalent for people
of color, people with less than a high-school diploma, people who have a low income
or are unemployed, and the LGBTQ+ community (Merrick et al., 2018).
A landmark study documented the connection of adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) to adult health outcomes (Felitti et al., 1998). The authors found a
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strong, graded relationship between the number of ACEs and increased health risks.
For example, people with four or more ACEs were 4 to 12 times more likely to
develop alcoholism, drug abuse, depression, and attempt suicide as an adult (Felitti et
al., 1998). The authors also found that people with multiple types of ACE were likely
to develop multiple health conditions later in life (Felitti et al., 1998). The mechanics
of this damage are that when stressed for short periods at a medium intensity, the brain
returns to normal when the threat is reduced (Perry, 2000). However, when stress is
extreme or long-lasting, the brain may make more permanent shifts to cope with the
high level of stress hormones, which are very taxing for the brain and body (Danese &
McEwan, 2011). Staying in this state can also have significant impacts on memory,
learning, and behavior, especially for children and adolescents (Vasilevsky & Turner,
2015; Vogel et al., 2017; Vogel & Schwabe, 2016).
Based on these understandings, a trauma-informed care practice has been
developed within medical settings to inform practitioners of the common behavioral
symptoms of traumatic stress and how to effectively and compassionately handle these
behaviors (Walkley & Cox, 2013). As they have become aware of these findings,
some schools and educators have adapted the trauma-informed practices to school
settings. Much of this work has focused on building knowledge and awareness of
trauma among adults, and implementing interventions for adults to recognize and
mitigate the behavioral effects of trauma in children (Walkley & Cox, 2013). Evidence
from the field supports that implementing trauma informed practice can lead to
reduced behavior referrals and suspensions (Stevens, 2012).
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Some schools have encountered problems because school staff feel
inadequately trained and supported to handle the emotional and mental health needs of
students; teachers may feel that it is outside of the scope of their responsibilities and
training (Hodas, 2006). Others may feel that trauma informed practice releases
students from responsibility for their actions or is too soft on students who cause
disruptions to learning (Hodas, 2006). Trauma informed practice largely focuses on
reframing how adults interpret students’ behavior. It also expects adults to take special
care with regulating their own emotions, a key component of another practice, social
and emotional learning.
Social and Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning (SEL) has been proposed as an important piece
of the movement towards educational equity (Jagers et al., 2018; 2019). Differing
from anti-bias/anti-racism and trauma-informed care, SEL is largely a student-focused
practice. In the arc of educational history in the United States, SEL represents an effort
to expand the purpose of schooling from a purely academic, career-focused, and civic
enterprise to one that also includes social functioning, emotional health, and promotes
holistic development of the individual (Greenberg et al., 2003). SEL practices draw
from much of the same psychological and neuroscience research as trauma-informed
care, with the addition of research on academic development and achievement
(Greenberg et al., 2003; Jones & Kahn, 2017). Decades of research supports the fact
that healthy social and emotional development is linked to student learning,
achievement, and life outcomes (Jones & Kahn, 2017). In addition, SEL interventions
have been found to be both preventative and curative, resolving issues of conduct and
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emotional problems and preventing further issues from developing (Taylor et al.,
2017).
SEL refers to both a conceptual framework and the practices which are derived
from it. Jones and Kahn (2017) describe SEL as:
(1) Cognitive skills including executive functions such as working memory,
attention control and flexibility, inhibition, and planning, as well as beliefs
and attitudes that guide one’s sense of self and approaches to learning and
growth;
(2) Emotional competencies that enable one to cope with frustration,
recognize and manage emotions, and understand others’ emotions and
perspectives; and
(3) Social and interpersonal skills that enable one to read social cues, navigate
social situations, resolve interpersonal conflicts, cooperate with others and
work effectively in a team, and demonstrate compassion and empathy
toward others (Jones & Kahn, 2017, p. 5).
A widely-used framework for SEL was developed by CASEL (2020) and has
five domains of competence: Relationship skills, social awareness, self-awareness,
self-management, and responsible decision making, as seen in Figure 6.
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Figure 6
The CASEL SEL Framework

Note. From “CASEL’s SEL framework: What are the core competence areas and where are they
promote,” by The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2020, p. 1.
(https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CASEL-SEL-Framework-11.2020.pdf)

The CASEL framework places social and emotional learning in schools and
classrooms in the context of communities and family, emphasizing the holistic
approach to wellbeing that is at the core of the SEL philosophy. In practice, SEL takes
the form of programs and interventions, and is used school-wide, in individual
classrooms, with individual students, within counseling practice, and in special and
general education K-12 (Oliver & Berger, 2020). While there are many small SEL
interventions that address a particular issue or setting, the evidence points to
comprehensive efforts as having the greatest effect on student outcomes (Durlak et al.,
2011; Greenberg et al., 2003; Jones & Kahn, 2017). Schoolwide-SEL includes
components directed at increasing the social-emotional competency of both teachers
and students (Brackett & Kremenitzer, 2011).
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Student-Focused SEL. SEL with students typically takes the form of minilessons on specific skills or competencies, paired with structured opportunities to
practice and use the new learning in context (Brackett & Kremenitzer, 2011). Lessons
are tailored for students at different grade and developmental levels. Attention is paid
to building language for talking about emotions and experiences, building self- and
social-awareness, and especially in the younger grades, self-management and selfregulation. Stories, drawing, and role-play are helpful aids with younger students.
Instruction with secondary students may focus on these same topics with an additional
focus on managing stress and making good decisions (Brackett & Kremenitzer, 2011).
Adult-Focused SEL. In addition to teaching adults the methods and
interventions they will need to know to teach to their students, many SEL curriculums
also focus on building adult competency. Adult educators also need to build language
and practice talking about emotions to avoid stress and burnout (Oberle & SchonertReichl, 2016). Much of the work with adults focuses on self-awareness, mindfulness,
and managing stress. Researchers have found that students benefit from SEL
instruction more when teachers also received good SEL instruction, either in preservice education or in-service (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017).
SEL and Equity. There has been some criticism of the CASEL framework
because until 2019 it lacked explicit attention to students’ cultural, racial, and
linguistic diversity (Howard, 2019; Simmons, 2019). In response to these critiques,
CASEL updated the most commonly used SEL conceptual framework to include
attention to equity in 2020 (CASEL, 2020). Recently, theorists and researchers on the
equity implications of SEL have also developed a framework for transformative SEL,
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showing explicitly how SEL principles connect to culturally responsive education,
anti-racism/anti-bias education, and critical race theory (Jagers et al., 2019; Schlund et
al., 2020).
Combined Approaches to Equity Practice
Ladson-Billings (2014) advocated for culturally responsive teaching to be remixed and innovated. She emphasized that new generations of teachers should draw
on the foundation of culturally responsive education to adapt it for their own students
and settings. This has been embraced within the education community. Examples
include anti-racism and culturally responsive teaching (Nagda et al., 2010; Tatum,
2017); SEL and culturally responsive teaching (Barnes & McCallops, 2019; CastroOlivo, 2014; Cressey, 2019; Han & Thomas, 2010; Jagers et al., 2018; Sciuchetti,
2017); restorative practice, SEL, and anti-racism (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020;
Mannassah et al., 2018); and trauma informed practice and SEL (Osher et al. 2021).
ABAR and CRE. Tatum’s (2017) anti-bias methods are designed to prepare
pre-service teachers to provide culturally responsive education in diverse schools.
Other research found that an undergraduate course involving 203 participants,
combining pedagogy from CRE with a critical anti-racism pedagogy, resulted in an
increase in student’s understanding of the structural causes of inequality and the sociopolitical history of race in the U.S. (Nagda et al., 2010). The course also increased
students’ orientation towards action to address institutions, rather than blaming
individuals for inequity (Nagda et al., 2010).
SEL and CRE. SEL can be a useful starting place for school improvement
efforts. Researchers in P-12 schools have been especially active in combined
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approaches utilizing SEL and CRE. A culturally-adapted SEL program for secondary
students, called Strong Teens, effectively improved the emotional resiliency and social
skills of the participants (Castro-Olivo, 2014). The findings suggest that when SEL
interventions are culturally adapted, the effects of those interventions are greater. SEL
also had a positive effect when partnered with culturally responsive education for preschool students (Han & Thomas, 2010). The authors suggest that the cultural
knowledge developed in the practice of CRE was needed to correctly interpret the
behavior of children in a multi-cultural classroom. Additionally, they suggest that
cultural responsiveness should not only be practiced by educators, but also should be
explicitly modeled for students, so that they can develop cultural competence
themselves (Han & Thomas, 2010).
A participatory case study in a bilingual elementary school found that schoolwide SEL and CRE can be harmoniously combined (Cressey, 2019). The authors also
found that using a culturally responsive and SEL lens can mitigate some of the issues
that have been noted with behavior management strategies that use a
reward/punishment paradigm (Cressey, 2019). The addition of the SEL and CRE lens
changed the way educators at the school used their PBIS framework, ensuring that
both punishments and rewards were supporting the overall social health and wellbeing of the students (Cressey, 2019). Also focusing on changes to adult behavior,
Sciuchetti (2017) found that using SEL and CRE approaches may reduce
disproportionate identification of students of color for special education.
Trauma Informed Practice and SEL. SEL and trauma informed approaches
have been noted to complement each other because of the coverage of both teachers
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and students within a combined approach. A university research practice partnership
working with several large districts highlighted the successful implementation of SEL
and trauma informed practices in two large urban school districts (Osher et al., 2021).
Findings included increased delivery of mental health care at school, improved student
perceptions of help from staff, and increased use of classroom SEL by staff (Osher et
al., 2021). At the second site in Nashville, researchers found decreased behavior
referrals, suspensions, and expulsions (Osher et al., 2021). Results of these studies
point to student outcomes as the main benefit, yet teachers also benefitted from
classrooms with fewer disruptions.
Restorative Practice, SEL, and Anti-Racism. Adults who are beginning the
process of confronting bias and inequity need safe places to learn and new language
for race and emotions in order to engage in these difficult conversations (Mannassah et
al., 2018). These authors, from a non-profit that supports the implementation of equity
practice in schools, effectively used restorative circles to create a supportive and safe
environment for adult learning and growth in social and emotional skills and antiracism attitudes. These authors work with administrators first when supporting the
schoolwide implementation of equity practice (Mannassah et al., 2018).
Themes within Equity Practice
These studies by scholars, researchers, and practitioners represent the latest
evolution and the current most prominent equity practices. While this list is meant to
represent the most prominent practices, other practices, including universal design for
learning and personalized learning are rising in prominence as well.
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The equity practices described here all developed out of the need to solve a
particular problem related to equity. These practices are the answer to questions like
“We know that a lot of our students are dealing with trauma; how can we help them?”
or “Our students of color are being failed in too many classes; how can we improve
instruction and assessment for them?” or “We have had too many incidents of
bullying; how can we help students build better relationships?” At many schools, it is
likely that all of these questions are being asked, and others. Schools facing multiple
challenges are looking to combined approaches to equity practice that implement
several best practice interventions together, because of the urgency caused by the
awareness that students simply do not have the time to wait for them to be learned and
implemented one at a time.
Combined approaches to equity practice are becoming more common, yet a
practical, organizational framework for how to combine equity practices, and more
importantly, how to choose which equity practices to combine was not found in this
literature search. This review now turns to professional development, the third
component in the conceptual framework for this study.
Professional Development for Equity
Professional development activities are one of the main strategies that schools
use to encourage the growth of teacher competency and practice. Darling-Hammond et
al. (2017) define effective professional development as "structured professional
learning that results in changes to teacher knowledge and practices, and improvements
in student learning outcomes” (p. 2). These activities take the form of lectures,
presentations, workshops, webinars, seminars, conferences, self-study, professional
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learning communities, and instructional coaching, among others. A wide variety of
forms of professional development are used by schools, including formal and informal
or job-embedded learning activities.
Defining Professional Development
Some authors prefer the term professional learning to professional
development, arguing that professional development has negative connotations of sitand-get approaches to adult learning, and that professional learning is the goal of these
activities (Moir, 2013; Poekert et al., 2020; Scherff, 2018). In the literature, authors
use these terms interchangeably, along with training. These terms do not seem to have
specific attributes attached to them. This study takes the stance that all three of these
terms are synonyms, and not indicative of any particular approach; the literature
search process utilized all three of these terms. Participants in this study invariably
used professional development to refer to these activities, or simply PD. For
consistency, and because this scholarly work is grounded in practice, the term
professional development will be used in most situations.
Professional development is a necessary part of equity work to prepare both
teachers and administrators to change systems and practices that are producing
inequity. Coordinating professional development is often a key part of equity leader’s
professional responsibilities to support their school or district’s overall equity strategy
(Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014). The following section will examine frameworks for
equity professional development and current best practices.
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Frameworks for Professional Development
Professional development activities vary in their interventions and contexts
widely. The gold standard framework for professional development comes from
Desimone’s seminal work, a meta-analysis of professional development interventions
(Desimone, 2009). The author, after examining these studies, presents a theoretical
framework that asserts the five attributes of effective professional development:
(a) content focus, (b) active learning, (c) coherence or alignment, (d) sufficient
duration, and (e) collective participation (Desimone, 2009). Desimone’s work has
been influential in the field of professional development, and is the theoretical basis
for another influential work, a further meta-analysis of professional development
interventions (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The attributes found by DarlingHammond and colleagues build on Desimone’s framework, and include (a) content
focus, (b) active learning, (c) collaboration, (d) utilization of models, (e) coaching and
support, (f) feedback and reflection, and (g) sustained duration (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2017). These two frameworks form the foundation for the strategies currently
considered best practice in professional development. Missing from these frameworks
for professional development are two things: a theoretical basis in adult learning
theory and related to that, an understanding of the role of emotions in learning.
Adult Learning in Professional Development. Professional development
interventions can be very different and may draw on many different understandings of
how learning occurs. Desimone’s original framework and the addition by DarlingHammond do not draw on any particular theory of how adults learn; instead of
focusing on the process, these frameworks focus on the attributes of professional
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development (Desimone, 2009; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The result of this is
that professional development that draws from these two frameworks may not be
grounded in any theory of adult learning. As anyone who has put together furniture
from a kit knows, crafting something from the picture on the box without
understanding how it functions can be disastrous. The same may be true for
professional development that is pursued with an understanding of the best practice
attributes, but without an understanding of the processes involved in how adults learn.
Connecting professional development to established theory in adult learning makes it
stronger and more likely to have an impact (Drago-Severson, 2009).
Similar to professional development, much of the existing literature on adult
learning focuses on the attributes of the learners; transformative learning theory
focuses on the processes of learning (Merriam, 2018). Transformative learning
experiences change a person’s perspective or frame of reference: how they see the
world (Illeris, 2014; Kegan, 2018; Mezirow, 1997, 2018; Stuckey et al., 2013; Taylor,
2000). These frames of reference go by different names, including a world view,
perspective, or point of view, and these frames are built of knowledge, beliefs, values,
and experiences. This metaphor of peering through a structure of some kind seeks to
explain that new learning is always framed by what we already know, value, believe,
have experienced, and can talk about. Transformative learning as described by
Mezirow (1997) occurs when the learner becomes aware of the frame of reference,
and then has the opportunity to examine, critique, and make changes to it. An
opportunity to discuss with others is important to this examination period. As the
learner makes changes to their perspective, support for this exploration is also needed.
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Sometimes the framework may be discarded altogether and a new one constructed.
However, when there is a lack of support for the new perspective from people around
the learner, a regression and strengthening of the old point of view can occur
(Mezirow, 1997). The addition of an adult theory of learning to the discussion on
professional development may enhance the understanding of why some professional
development for equity is not effective.
Emotions in Professional Development. The second part missing from these
two seminal frameworks is the role of emotions in learning. Work in neuroscience and
psychology suggests that emotions can have a powerful effect on learning, with the
emotional state serving as something of a gatekeeper for the creation of memories
(Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007). However, this theory of emotional learning
mainly focuses on the development of children. A report that includes both
Immordino-Yang and Darling-Hammond as authors suggests that social and emotional
experiences deeply impact the academic learning of children; yet the authors do not
extend this understanding to adult learning (Immordino-Yang et al., 2018). The role of
emotions and social factors specifically within professional development does not
seem to have a place in these frameworks.
Some have also pointed out that Desimone’s framework is more than 10 years
old, and the literature on professional development has not moved forward
significantly since then, even though the context of education has changed
substantially, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic pushed many professional
learning interventions into online formats (Poekert et al., 2020). These factors,
including (a) missing connections to theories of adult learning, including a leading
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theory of adult learning, transformative theory; (b) a lack of understanding of
emotions in professional learning; and (c) the changing context and content of
professional development are important to keep in mind when examining the literature
on professional development practices in the following sections.
Practices in Professional Development
While there are many studies of different types of professional development
interventions that have shown effectiveness (e.g. Domitrovich et al., 2009; Hadar &
Brody, 2010), two strategies that utilize the attributes named by Desimone (2009) and
Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) are most prominent in studies of professional
development. These are instructional coaching and professional learning communities
(PLCs). These two professional development strategies both have been demonstrated
to positively impact student achievement (Kraft et al., 2018; Voelkel & Chrispeels,
2017). Both also have been shown to impact teacher’s efficacy, with instructional
coaching impacting self-efficacy, and PLCs impacting collective efficacy (TschannenMoran & McMaster, 2009; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). Instructional coaching has a
strong evidence-base for effectiveness at improving teacher’s instructional practices
through the establishment of long-term relationships between teachers and coaches
(Desimone & Pak, 2017; Kraft et al., 2018; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009).
These two forms of professional development are considered best practice, but
they are resource intensive. Because lack of resources is often a problem in schools,
much professional development takes the form of self-study, one-time workshops, or
seminars and their online counterparts, webinars. Workshops and seminars are
characterized by their short duration and formal nature. They both generally involve a
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presentation by an expert scholar or practitioner, while learners listen; workshops are
generally more interactive and can include application and practice (de Grave et al.,
2014). Seminars primarily build knowledge, while workshops can focus on both
knowledge and skills (de Grave et al., 2014). Seminars have been shown to be
effective at increasing knowledge, but have little effect on changing behavior (de
Grave et al., 2014). Workshops can improve skills as well as knowledge, and may
change behavior, if they use experiential learning; provide feedback; attend to
relationships; apply adult learning; and use multiple instructional methods (Steinert et
al., 2006). These various types of professional learning activities have been the subject
of much scrutiny in the literature to determine effective approaches.
Investigating Professional Development. Despite professional development
being a part of essentially every schools’ budget, it has come to light that the evidence
of the effectiveness of professional development is mixed. Many evaluations and
studies have documented that professional development interventions often fail to
produce improvements in instructional practice or student achievement (Garet et al.,
2008; Garet et al., 2011; Garet et al., 2016; Glazerman et al., 2010; Harris & Sass,
2011; Jacob & Lefgren, 2004). A large study of 10,000 teachers, titled The Mirage
investigated these troubling findings to understand more about what these findings
mean for professional development (Jacob & McGovern, 2015).
Jacob & McGovern (2015) found that new teachers grow in their effectiveness
for five years. After that, growth of teaching effectiveness plateaus and even declines,
even with annual professional development (Jacob & McGovern, 2015). The authors
were surprised by this and hypothesized that perhaps this lack of growth was because
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the teachers were already competent. However, when they investigated this
hypothesis, they found that between two-thirds and half of teachers with 10 or more
years of experience were rated below effective on core teaching competencies,
including engaging students, helping students develop critical thinking skills, and
checking for understanding (Jacob & McGovern, 2015). Next, working backwards
from teachers who showed improvement in their teaching practice, the authors were
again surprised to find no common factors as to what method or activities of
professional development these teachers had engaged in. In fact, many of these
teachers cited self-directed efforts or informal collaboration as the factors that led to
their improvement, not formal professional development activities (Jacob and
McGovern, 2015). Self-directed is not an attribute of professional development
mentioned in the accepted frameworks, yet it may be important in creating
professional development that results in change (Jacob & McGovern, 2015).
Frameworks for Professional Development for Equity
A search for evidence-based frameworks of professional development for
equity started by focusing on culturally responsive education (CRE), the oldest and
most widely used equity practice. It was expected that this well-established practice
would be supported with effective approaches for staff development, yet little
evidence was found of any widely used approaches. Bottiani et al. (2018) documented
this lack of evidence in their meta-analysis of professional development interventions
for CRE. Their search of the literature found only ten empirical studies out of 179
studies of CRE training interventions for teachers and administrators. Of these, none
used the same interventions or frameworks for analysis, and none met rigorous
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standards of study quality to establish the efficacy of the professional development
interventions. Most of these studies focused on a single aspect for change: knowledge,
beliefs, skills, or procedures. Only one had a more comprehensive, school-wide
approach (Bottiani et al., 2018). The authors of the transformative SEL framework
echo this finding, noting that an open question remains around the best way to train
and develop teachers to deliver culturally relevant SEL instruction (Jagers et al.,
2019). Bottiani and colleagues pointed to another need: assessment strategies to
measure the effectiveness of CRE professional development interventions (2018).
A lack of evidence-based professional development frameworks, methods, and
assessment strategies for comprehensively preparing educators for culturally
responsive education is a significant barrier to implementing this vital equity practice
(Bottiani et al., 2018). In light of the lack of effective frameworks, practitioners may
rely on the frameworks for professional development related to instruction and
content; or, in the worst-case scenario, pursue professional development haphazardly
without an organizing theoretical framework at all.
Practices in Professional Development for Equity
Seminars and workshops are often used for professional development for
equity. These typically follow the same format as for other topics. Other forms include
coaching, PLCs, and anti-bias training.
Using instructional coaching to impact educational equity, often called equity
coaching, is a new and promising direction for professional development for equity,
but which does not yet have a strong evidence base (Aguilar, 2020; Harrison, 2019).
Using the same framework as instructional coaching, equity coaches work with
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individual teachers or teams of teachers in flexible, ongoing arrangements that can
include co-teaching, observations and feedback, and cycles of modeling and practice
(Desimone & Pak, 2017). Initial evidence suggests that equity coaching is effective at
improving instruction to be more equitable, and creates space for conversations that
can move teacher practice forward (Aguilar, 2020; Harrison, 2019).
Advocates for reforming professional leaning for equity describe the utility of
PLCs in equity work. Carter Andrews and Richmond (2019) describe that professional
development for equity within a PLC model is the most impactful, because it is
contextualized in educators’ own school and setting, has shared goals and focus, and
utilizes dialogue, collaboration, and participation (Carter Andrews & Richmond,
2019). The authors suggest that the most effective equity-centered PLCs are
themselves culturally responsive to the needs of the teacher-learners that they are made
of, allowing teachers to follow their own line of questioning and investigate their own
problems of practice (Carter Andrews & Richmond, 2019).
Anti-bias/anti-racism training interventions have received extensive attention
in the scholarly community. As discussed earlier in this chapter, anti-racism work is an
equity practice that is primarily an adult learning or training experience. It was
pioneered and has been practiced for decades by esteemed scholar Beverly Tatum
(2017). Tatum’s method has the aspects of many meetings over the course of an
academic term, a single cohort, many opportunities for reflection and application, and
recognition of the impact of the content on identity, culture, and emotions (Tatum,
2017). Tatum’s method of ABAR training through identity development is a time-
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consuming and intensive process, but has been shown to be effective in teacher
professional development (Lawrence & Tatum, 1997; Tatum, 2001).
Other forms of anti-bias education have not had the same positive effect. The
results of a large meta-analysis of implicit-bias training interventions, including 492
studies with 87,418 participants, suggests that while these interventions may have a
small positive effect on performance on tests that measure bias, these trainings had
little to no effect on changing the behaviors of participants outside of the testing
environment (Forscher et al., 2019). A related study found that anti-bias interventions
that had a measurable effect of reducing racially-biased responses immediately
following the intervention had little to no impact just a few days later (Lai et al.,
2016). In a series of four studies, Duguid and Thomas-Hunt (2015) found that a
training that was designed to reduce bias by providing information about the damaging
effect of stereotypes actually increased the stereotypes that participants expressed,
rather than reducing them. Working professionals who received these trainings were
also subsequently less willing to work with people who were different than
themselves, and treated competitors in a game in more stereotyped ways than those
who didn’t receive the intervention (Duguid & Thomas-Hunt, 2015.) These studies
found one-time sessions to be ineffective at reducing bias, yet these methods mirror
the type of brief, single session anti-racism training that is common in the business and
education world (Dugan, 2021; Calfas, 2018).
As has been documented in the popular education press, equity professional
development is not immune to the problems in other forms of professional
development. In Educational Leadership, a magazine for school leaders, Dugan (2021)
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described numerous ways professional development for equity practice can go awry,
including superficial treatment of the topic, treating it as a series of compliance tasks
to be completed, and bringing outside experts with little or no follow up, among
others. Approaching equity topics without careful intention can lead to defensive
behaviors, fear, hurt feelings, and even anger (Schlund et al., 2020).
Themes in Professional Development for Equity
These results point to the urgent need for a better understanding of the issues
related to professional development for equity. While some effective approaches were
found, including those that use coaching and PLCs, professional development that
draws on current best practice frameworks may not have a strong foundation in adult
learning theory or recognize the role of emotions in learning. In addition, approaches
that give information only are likely to be ineffective (Ben et al., 2020; Duguid &
Thomas-Hunt, 2015). Lastly, poorly planned and presented interventions can backfire,
resulting in emotional confrontations (Schlund et al., 2020). These findings suggest
that effective approaches to equity professional development may not be well
documented, and information about effective approaches may not be readily available
to leaders and presenters.
The Field of Leadership for Professional Development Towards Equity
An emerging field of study has begun to examine equity in the context of
professional development leadership. Specifically, researchers are looking at the way
leaders approach planning and providing professional development that has equityrelated content. Although a small field, it is currently growing (Poekert et al., 2020). A
systematic review examined the recent literature for the intersection of educational
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leadership, professional development, and educational equity (Poekert et al., 2020).
This review revealed again a literature gap around equity leaders in schools. Their
inclusion criteria included: in-service teachers, K-12 teachers, school leaders,
principals, school administrators, and district policy makers (Poekert et al., 2020).
Missing from this list are equity coordinators, who may work at the district-level, but
are not policy makers; equity coaches, who exist somewhere between teachers and
administrators in their responsibilities; and equity trainers, who work with P-12
educators but are based in the non-profit or private sectors. In order to judge the
quality of the intervention, the authors base their analysis on the characteristics
outlined by Desimone (2009), while including constructs from a few other authors as
well.
The authors found 120 empirical studies that touched on all three concepts.
Discussing the literature, the authors described that the majority of studies in this field
are qualitative studies, with a handful of quantitative or mixed-method studies, and
that most focus on issues of social justice and racial equity, with few touching on
aspects of diversity other than race, such as disability, gender, or other areas (Poekert
et al., 2020). The authors suggest a conceptual framework for professional learning
towards educational equity, seen in Figure 7.
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Figure 7
A Conceptual Framework for Professional Learning for Equity

Note. From “Leadership for Professional Learning Towards Educational Equity: A Systematic
Literature Review,” by Poekert, P. E., Swaffield, S., Demir, E. K., & A. Wright, S., 2020,
Professional Development in Education, 46(4), p. 547.
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2020.1787209

This framework suggests that the effects of interventions are moderated by a number
of factors, and have effects, not just on the target areas of changes in school culture,
student outcomes, and teacher identity, but also have shorter term effects on reactions,
learning and personal development, and behavior and practice. This framework is an
important contribution in understanding the moderating factors and effects of
professional development for equity. However, a critique of this model must include
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that it (a) does not consider the wide variety of types of professional development for
equity, which may have very different processes and outcomes; (b) it lacks
connections to theories of adult learning; and (c) while it includes other factors, it does
not include attention to emotional obstacles or development. These limitations may be
related to the lack of literature describing deeper processes in equity learning and
leadership.
Summary and Research Gap
This literature review has covered the topics of equity in schools and equity
practices, leadership for equity, and professional development for equity. Leadership
for equity has been described in the literature, as well as conceptual models of equity
leadership. However, most of the literature on equity leadership is focused on
principals or other formal leaders (Carpenter et al., 2015; Ford, 2016; Galloway &
Ishimaru, 2017; Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Jacobs et al., 2014; Kezar et al., 2021).
Some focus on teacher leaders (Jacobs et al., 2014). Very little if any focuses on
equity leaders outside of these roles, including equity coordinators, who may work at
the district or regional level, but are not necessarily policy makers; equity coaches,
who exist somewhere between teachers and administrators in their responsibilities;
and equity trainers, who work with P-12 educators but are based in the non-profit or
private sectors. Virtually no literature was found about these individuals in relation to
equity leadership or investigating their own perspectives on their work.
Many schools are currently pursuing various efforts to improve education for
their historically underserved student populations through a constellation of equity
practices. Combined approaches to equity practice are becoming much more common
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as schools seek to improve many aspects of their programs and meet many student
needs at once, yet a practical organizational framework for how to combine equity
practices, and more importantly, how to choose which equity practices to combine was
not found in this literature search.
The results of the literature search of professional development point to the
urgent need for a better understanding of the issues related to professional
development for equity. Current best practice frameworks focus on the attributes of
effective professional development, and do not have a strong foundation in adult
learning and emotional learning theories. They also may not be adapted for equity
work in the rapidly changing context of education, since they are based in scholarship
more than 10 years old. Professional development approaches that are informational or
knowledge-building only are likely to be ineffective at achieving changes to practice
and behavior (Ben et al., 2020; Duguid & Thomas-Hunt, 2015). Poorly planned and
presented equity interventions can backfire, resulting in emotional confrontations
(Schlund et al., 2020). While coaching and PLCs are effective professional
development strategies, their resource-intense nature means that they are not
appropriate for every setting. These findings suggest that effective approaches to
equity professional development are not well documented if they are known, and
information about effective approaches may not be readily available to leaders and
presenters in the field.
Lastly, while one framework of leadership for professional development
towards equity was found, it is based on literature that did not include equity leaders
other than administrators and teachers and relies on best practice frameworks for

58

professional development that have limitations as discussed earlier. While the best
effort yet to understand and describe this field, it is still incomplete.
These research gaps suggest there is ample room for exploration in the field of
leadership for professional development towards equity. This study attempts to
enlighten one corner of this darkened room: how equity leaders who lead from the
middle of their education communities create transformative professional development
for educational equity, and the perspectives, practices, and experiences that inform
how they think about, and go about their work.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
The following chapter discusses the methodology used to conduct this study,
which investigated professional development and leadership for educational equity.
This chapter details the research questions, rationale, participants, design, procedures,
ethical considerations, role of the researcher, and data analysis completed to conduct
this study. The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study is to understand how
to create transformative professional learning for educational equity by investigating
the perspectives, practices, and experiences of equity leaders who work with P-12
educators.
Research Questions
1. How do equity leaders conceptualize and understand equity work?
2. How do equity leader’s experiences and perspectives influence their work
towards educational equity?
3. How do equity leaders use professional development to encourage the adoption
of equity practices in schools?
Rationale for Methodology
This study utilized a grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2014). This
approach was chosen for the particular advantages of grounded theory design for
answering the research questions. Grounded theory is a qualitative research method
that utilizes rich description of a context or experience and can be used to generate
theory about what is happening in a particular human experience (Charmaz, 2014). It
can utilize many different data sources including intensive interviews, focus groups,
documents, and observations. Literature search and refinement of the research
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questions can occur before and during iterative rounds of data analysis, and
researchers typically continue to compare findings with the literature and previous
data using the constant comparative method (Kolb, 2012). Grounded theory is
particularly well suited for fields of practice, as it can be used to guide practice with
conceptual understandings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As explained by Charmaz (2014),
grounded theory can be used to generate theory and to describe and understand
complicated issues, contexts, and processes. Additionally, grounded theory is an
inductive method, seeking to find what emerges from the data, as opposed to a
deductive method that seeks to find or test for particular, pre-established categories or
themes.
This study draws from the interpretivist and social constructivist traditions in
grounded theory, exemplified by Charmaz (2014), as opposed to positivist traditions
as exemplified by Corbin and Strauss (1990). The positivist grounded theory tradition
seeks to reduce a phenomenon to its simplest form (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Some
have criticized this approach because of the tendency to oversimplify complex and
multi-layered social contexts down to just a few variables in order to describe causal
relationships (Charmaz, 2014). In contrast, interpretive theories “aim to understand
meanings and actions and how people construct them” without necessarily seeking to
determine causation (Charmaz, 2014, p. 231).
This study customized ground theory design to fit the requirements of a
doctoral dissertation and the needs of the participants (Thurlow, 2020). A large portion
of the literature review was conducted before data gathering, following Thornberg’s
model of informed grounded theory; in short, the researcher builds general knowledge
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of the topic and the relevant literature in order to understand the context in which
experience under study is situated (Thornberg, 2012). Secondly, data gathering was
limited to several months, rather than continuing indefinitely. These changes have
allowed this research to be conducted as a dissertation learning experience, important
for bringing new researchers into the field and into the method (Thurlow, 2020). This
study contains all of the essential processes of grounded theory as described by the
key authors cited in this section.
While case study designs are also well-suited for studying complex contexts,
they have limited application for studying processes, while grounded theory
intentionally focuses on processes (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018). However,
some aspects of the case study design, such as a focus on the context of the
participants are appropriate for this study. Brief participant biographies are included in
the results for this reason. The focus on process that is central to grounded theory is
also appropriate for this study, as the existing literature on professional development
largely focuses on the attributes of the professional development or the people
engaged in the work, rather than the processes involved.
This study examined the perspectives and experiences of educators who lead
equity practice from the middle of their organizations in P-12 schools, including
equity directors, coordinators, TOSAs, and coaches; few if any educators would have
more or better information about equity professional development in P-12 schools than
people who plan it, practice it, and think about it as part of their everyday job
responsibilities. Participants selected from this population were invited to participate
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in interviews, a community building and sharing circle, and to share documents related
to their work.
Intensive interviews were chosen as the first and primary data source because
of the opportunity to ask questions and follow up on intriguing answers within a single
person’s unique role and experience (Charmaz, 2014). A member check (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) was completed with each interview participant to ensure that this work
represented them appropriately.
A group session was held in order to go deeper and theoretically sample for the
interview findings with a group of participants. This choice to hold a group session
was made to serve a two-fold purpose. First, to gain insight from group discussions
and data on the research questions. Secondly, to build community and networking
connections between equity leaders. This dual purpose was necessary to ensure that
the research is serving the community that is under study, rather than just gathering
information (Chicago Beyond, 2018; Mertens, 2007). Finally, documents were
gathered from interview participants to create the data triangulation needed for a
rigorous study design and add dimension to the analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Methodological choices were made with the awareness that the study of issues
of social inequality may require reframing of methodological decisions (Chicago
Beyond, 2018). Through the lens of the transformative research paradigm,
methodological choices can affect the validity of the data gathered, and so care should
be taken to understand cultural values and practices in the participant population, build
trust with participants, and tie the results to social action (Mertens, 2007). Efforts have
been made in the design of the methodology to address these issues.
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Sampling
A growing field of equity leaders has emerged in the middle of educational
communities (Starr, 2020). These educators lead and coordinate professional learning
and development experiences in equity work for teachers, administrators, and staff.
They hold many different titles and responsibilities, and may serve at the school level,
work at the district office, or work in the non-profit, government, or community
service sector. Some are licensed as teachers or administrators; others work as a
director, coordinator, or even volunteer. Participants in this study exemplified this
diversity.
Study participants were gathered through purposeful, snowball criterion
sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994). To ensure that
participants had the experiences to inform the areas of inquiry, they were selected with
the following criteria:
1. Participant’s job or role is specifically involved with improving educational
equity.
2. Participant is involved in leading and coordinating professional
development as a key part of their job responsibilities.
3. Participant’s work is with educators in a public or private school or school
district serving children in preschool through Grade 12.
4. Participant is located in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States.
The following method was used to find participants using the snowball
sampling technique and personal recommendation (Miles & Huberman, 1994). First, a
list of potential participants was gathered from the researcher’s professional network.
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These included personal contacts from the researcher’s previous teaching positions,
contacts built through networking at professional events, and through recommendation
of colleagues. Second, each participant contacted was requested to recommend one or
two colleagues or professional contacts.
Participants
From this network, 19 potential participants were identified and contacted,
yielding six volunteers who participated in one-on-one interviews. In addition, two of
these interview participants returned for the group session, and an additional two
participants who were not available for interviews joined the group session for a total
of four participants at the group session. Two participants also submitted documents
for analysis. The participants and their titles are presented in Table 1. Participants in
this study had a variety of backgrounds and experiences that inform their work. They
also work in different types of roles at different organizations, and in different
communities throughout the Pacific Northwest, although they all had in common a
direct or explicit focus on equity and a focus on adult learners, rather than on children
or students. All school and community names were obscured. Some participants chose
a pseudonym, while others preferred to use their own names in the results. Their
wishes were followed accordingly.
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Table 1
Participants
Name/Pseudonym

Role/Title

Level

SEL Specialist

Regional

Advocate

Community

Senior Advisor on Racial Equity and Social

District

Angela
Christina
Dani

Justice
Kim

SEL and Equity TOSA

District

Lisa

Instructional Coach

District

Nathe

Arts Integration Project Manager

Non-profit

Russ

Director of Alternative Education; Principal

District, School

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Access

District

Teresa

Administrator

Design and Procedure
This study took a grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2014). A timeline was
constructed to plan for data gathering and analysis activities. This study was
completed with the following general steps:
1. A literature search was completed, covering the topics of equity leadership,
equity practice, and professional development for equity.
2. Interview questions were drafted based on the literature review and piloted.
3. Participants were gathered using purposeful criterion snowball sampling
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994), and contacted to invite
participation in the interviews and group session.
4. One-on-one interviews with six participants were held, and documents
were gathered from participants.
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5. Interview data was cleaned and first- and second-cycle coded (Saldaña,
2016).
6. Member checks were conducted with interview participants.
7. Group session questions were drafted based on emergent themes from the
interviews.
8. A one-hour group session was held with four participants.
9. Group session data were cleaned and first- and second-cycle coded.
10. Documents were first-and second-cycle coded.
11. A one-hour theoretical sampling interview was held.
12. Final analysis of all data together was completed.
Data Gathering
Study participants were contacted by email to build rapport, arrange
interviews, and gather documents. One-hour interviews were conducted with
participants, completed through video calls, utilizing Zoom. Secondly, a group session
was held, also through Zoom. While the virtual setting was necessary to comply with
health and safety recommendations during the COVID-19 pandemic, it also allowed
participants from a wider geographical area to participate in the study; additionally, it
was noted by participants as a convenient way for them to participate, considering
their busy schedules. Finally, documents were solicited from participants. The
contribution from each participant to the data is described in Table 2.
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Table 2
Participant Contributions
Name/Pseudonym

Interview

Group Session

Angela

x

x

Christina

x

x

Dani

x

Kim

x

Lisa

x

Nathe

x

Documents

x
x

Russ

x

Teresa

x

Data gathering followed the recommendations of Chicago Beyond (2018),
whose guide to conducting equitable research with communities of color suggests
concrete steps for researchers to reduce bias and exploitation. The recommendations
incorporated into the data gathering strategy include: (a) attending to power dynamics
inherent within the research structures and (b) giving back to the community in a
substantive way through the research process. Each of these recommendations will be
addressed in the appropriate sections below.
Interviews
Interviews were held with six participants to gather in-depth information to
answer the research questions. Intensive interviews (Charmaz, 2014) were held
remotely via Zoom. These sessions were recorded and transcribed using a
transcription service, and the transcriptions and recordings were stored securely
behind a firewall in the University of Portland’s cloud server. Transcripts were
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cleaned prior to analysis by removing time and date stamps, fixing errors in the
transcription, and assigning pseudonyms to participant and facilitator names.
Interview Questions. Following the structure of intensive interviewing
(Charmaz, 2014), questions were open-ended and gave the interviewee the maximum
flexibility to share their perspective and allowed the researcher to follow unanticipated
themes or threads that emerged during questioning (Charmaz, 2014). Questions were
drafted to elicit information relevant to the research questions, such as When you think
about educational equity, what do you consider to be the important ideas or practices
related to equity, and why? and When thinking about creating change in schools, how
do you approach your work with teachers and administrators? Each drafted question
that yielded a rich answer was followed by one or two more questions, such as Can
you tell me more about _____? or What were you thinking about when______?
Interview questions were reviewed by doctoral colleagues and by faculty advisors.
The interview questions were then piloted with two educators who closely matched
the participant criteria of the study, but who did not participate in the study. This was
done to ensure that the questions produced data that addressed the research questions.
These questions were also sent to participants before the interview so that they could
prepare their answers if they wished to. The question protocol used in the interview
and sent to participants can be found in Appendix A.
Member Checking. A member checking process followed the interviews to
increase the credibility of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member checks followed
the second-cycle coding of the data from each interview. A profile of the participant
and the quotes that the researcher planned to use were sent to the interviewee for
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confirmation and feedback. Participants replied with corrections and clarifications,
which were incorporated into the manuscript.
Group Session
Focus groups have been noted to be well-suited for exploring a topic of interest
during the initial stages of a study (Kreuger, 1988). However, formal focus groups can
create distance between researchers and participants, and engage power dynamics that
this study sought to avoid (Chicago Beyond, 2018). While some researchers encourage
the use of focus group techniques that encourage free discussion among participants,
these groups can also be dominated by a few active voices (Kitzinger, 1994). To avoid
these considerations, the group session utilized the techniques developed for
restorative practice, following the guidelines for a facilitated community circle
(Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). The form of the session also drew from the
participatory action research tradition, in that it included a participant-collaborator, the
facilitator (McIntyre, 2007).
In the circle format, each participant answered each question without
interruption from the facilitator or other participants. This allowed for in-depth,
thoughtful answers and stories. Part of the emphasis on turn-taking in restorative
circles is to flatten power differentials by allowing every participant the same
opportunity to be heard (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). However, it is different than
a group interview where several participants answer the same question and interact
mainly with the facilitator (Gibbs, 1997). In a restorative circle, the interaction of the
participants with the speaker takes place in the act of listening with focused attention
(Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020).
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This structure was desirable partly to serve the participants being researched by
building community and creating professional connections (Chicago Beyond, 2018;
Mertens, 2007); isolation was a theme that emerged in the literature review (Ford,
2016; Kezar et al., 2021). Secondly, as restorative circles are used widely within the
equity community, utilizing this format communicated that the researcher was
approaching participants on common ground, and may have helped to alleviate some
of the researcher-participant power imbalance (Mertens, 2007). A trained and
experienced circle facilitator, Russ, engaged as a research participant as well as
facilitating the circle. Collaborating with an experienced facilitator ensured that the
researcher’s attention did not need to be split between hosting, facilitation, and
learning from the discussions.
The group was comprised of four participants, including the facilitator. The
session was held virtually via Zoom and began with a welcoming and an explanation
of the norms by the researcher, and then an opening by the facilitator, which included
the poem The Cave by Paul Tran (2019). Following the format of a communitybuilding circle, the session lasted one hour (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). An order
was determined by convenience and the questions were asked of the group in order.
Group Session Questions. A protocol was developed for the group session in
collaboration with the facilitator and can be found in Appendix B. Opening questions
asked participants to introduce themselves to the group. The subsequent questions
were developed based on themes that emerged in the interviews. These included
questions such as Looking below the surface of practices and programs, what is the
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REAL work of equity? and What’s going on with resistance to change? How is it
impacting the work, and what can we do about it?
The session was recorded and transcribed using a transcription service, and the
transcriptions and recordings were stored securely behind a firewall in the University
of Portland’s cloud server. Transcripts were cleaned prior to analysis by removing
time and date stamps, fixing errors in the transcription, and applying pseudonyms to
participant and facilitator names as needed.
Documents
In order to add detail and give insight into practices or events that were not
easily captured through the other study methods, documents related to their work were
requested from participants (Charmaz, 2014). Two sets of documents provided by
participants were analyzed, one from Dani and one from Lisa. Serendipitously, both
documents described the frameworks for professional development and equity that
their school districts use to guide their work. A first read of these documents asked the
following questions:
1. What did the originators intend to accomplish with this document?
2. By what process was it produced?
3. What and who does the document affect?
Then, first-cycle coding utilized hypothesis coding (Saldaña, 2016). Categories
generated from the interview and community circle were used to analyze the data,
looking for evidence of specific themes that had emerged. These categories were:
overcoming resistance to change; resources, scarcity and siloing; disrupting; story
sharing; taking time; getting beneath the surface; seeing each other’s humanity;
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framing and structuring; managing resistance through leadership; going forward
together. Dani’s documents were publicly available on her district’s website. Paper
copies of Lisa’s documents were kept in a locked filing cabinet. Identifying or
sensitive information was removed.
Ethical Considerations
The Institutional Review Board at the University of Portland granted
permission to conduct this research study on 9/03/2021. The audio recordings of the
interviews and focus group were stored in a password protected system to ensure that
they remained confidential, and paper copies of transcripts were kept in a locked filing
cabinet. To maintain confidentiality, each participant chose a pseudonym if they
wished and for all participants, location and school were obscured. Consent was
obtained from all participants prior to participation in an interview or group session. A
form detailing this information, the purpose of the study, and participant’s rights was
provided to each study participant prior to the focus group and interviews with the
consent form in Appendix D.
Role of the Researcher
This research is being completed within the transformative research paradigm
as described by Mertens (2003; 2007). In the transformative research paradigm,
research efforts should be designed to draw on the assets of a particular setting or
context, effect change for both individuals and society, and recognize power and
social dynamics. This study has been designed to elevate voices that are under-studied
in the literature, with the goal of improving professional development for equity and
accelerating the adoption of equity practice in schools for the benefit of historically
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underserved students. Particular attention has also been paid to acknowledging and
mitigating the effects of social and power dynamics in the design and structure of this
study.
Positionality
Regarding positionality, being part of the social world as a qualitative
researcher means that my perspective is biased by my position and roles in society,
and by my experiences (Charmaz, 2014). I can only see the possibilities that my frame
of reference allows me to see (Mezirow, 2018), and as a social constructivist, it has
been my experience that truth and knowing are social constructed differently by every
culture.
As a special education teacher in the Pacific Northwest at the middle school
level, I worked at several different schools and encountered a wide variety of students
with a diversity of experiences and backgrounds. Like many of my participants, my
motivation to work towards educational equity comes directly from my experiences
trying to help students, especially students of color with disabilities, to get the
education they deserve and are entitled to. It is my perspective that schools want to
serve their students; teachers want their students to learn; and students usually do the
best they can. Yet persistent issues that transcend a single school or teacher or student
often lay obstacles in the path. Identifying these obstacles and clearing the way for
equitable education that reaches every student is the goal that motivates me.
I am a middle-class cis-gender white woman whose formative years were spent
in the American West. I carried this identity with me into the research space and it
affected how I went about my work and how others interacted with me; it surely
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affected my research as far as how and what research participants choose to share with
me. This identity means that I also had additional responsibility to check for bias that
comes with being part of the dominant culture. Following the advice of Charmaz
(2014), rather than attempt to set these identity markers aside, I choose to provide
these details and background so that my work can be situated in my guiding interest,
experiences, and positionality. Strategies that were utilized to reduce bias in data
collection and analysis will be detailed in the following sections.
Data Analysis
Data analysis was completed in three phases, following each type of data
gathering activity. Interview and group data were coded using similar methodology,
while documents were analyzed differently, specific to their place in the analysis
process. In all phases, constant comparative analysis was used to compare all new data
with previous findings and to compare different types of data to each other (Kolb,
2012).
Phase 1: Interviews
The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed with a digital transcription
service. The transcriptions then went through several rounds of cleaning, first
removing any time and date stamps, assigning pseudonyms, and correcting errors in
the transcription by comparing it with the recording. The transcripts were then
formatted for coding.
First-cycle coding utilized initial coding (Charmaz, 2014), an eclectic coding
method that applied two types of codes simultaneously to capture both the essence of
participant’s answer using their own words (in vivo), and to look for processes. In vivo
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coding was used because of its quality of capturing the voice of the speaker and its
handiness for describing both culture and worldview (Saldaña, 2016). Simultaneous
with in vivo, process coding (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016) was used to examine the
responses for processes that participants described when answering the discussion
questions, as well as processes that occurred within the sessions. These were coded
with gerunds (-ing words) following the advice of Charmaz (2014). For each
interview, these initial coding techniques were followed by a self-reflective analytic
memo to capture initial thoughts, generate categories, and check for bias (Saldaña,
2016).
Between first- and second-cycle coding, code mapping (Saldaña, 2016) was
used as a transition process to organize first-cycle codes. This involved an iterative
process of categorizing and organizing codes by their emergent themes. Then, codes
were organized into a visual “map” by theme that helped to bring larger conceptual
categories into focus. This technique was chosen because of the visual aspect that, for
this researcher, made clearer the emerging patterns in the data. Also, it increased the
credibility and trustworthiness of the analytic process by creating a paper trail of how
codes were categorized, recategorized, and conceptualized during the analysis
(Saldaña, 2016).
Second-cycle coding utilized the focused coding method, following code
mapping (Charmaz, 2014). This was done by organizing conceptual categories within
the code maps by their prominence and importance in the results, and generating a list.
The list was then scrutinized for hierarchies or other organizational relationships.
Analytic memoing was repeated at this stage to document the progress of the analysis.
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These two cycles of coding were completed in an overlapping fashion. For
example, I first-cycle coded Interview 1 and drew up the code map. Then, I first-cycle
coded Interview 2. Then I returned to Interview 1 to complete second-cycle coding.
After that I began first-cycle coding Interview 3, and then second-cycle coded
Interview 2, and so on. This pattern followed for all of the interviews. This allowed
the constant comparative process to flow organically out of the coding and allowed the
interviews to dialogue with each other. Following analysis of all of the interviews,
questions for the group session were drafted, and the protocol for the community
circle was finalized in collaboration with the session facilitator.
Member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were completed at this stage by
sending a draft profile and quotes that were anticipated to be used in the manuscript to
each participant, and feedback from participants was used to correct and amend the
results.
Phase 2: Group Session
The community circle discussion was audio recorded and transcribed with a
digital transcription service. The transcriptions then went through several rounds of
cleaning, first removing any time and date stamps, assigning pseudonyms, and
correcting errors in the transcription by comparing it with the recording. The
transcripts were then formatted for coding.
The same first-cycle, transition, and second-cycle coding methodology was
used for the group session as was utilized for the interviews. Memoing was again used
to document the progress of the analysis, and focused on refining the conceptual
categories generated from the interview. A few additional categories were also added
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to the list, based on their importance in the group session discussion. This list of
conceptual categories was used to create the a priori codes to be used in Phase 3, the
document analysis.
Phase 3: Documents
Document analysis followed the analysis of the interview and group session
data. Prior (2008) suggests that documents can be rich sources of data when examined
for not just what they say, but for how and why, and by whom they were created. For
this reason, in addition to examining the content of the documents, the following
questions guided an initial memo as the first part of the document analysis (Prior,
2008):
1. What did the originators intend to accomplish with this document?
2. By what process was it produced?
3. What and who does the document affect?
The documents were then coded using the categories established in Phase 2 of
the analysis, using the process of hypothesis coding (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011;
Weber, 1990) for the first-cycle. This method was chosen as appropriate for the later
stage of grounded theory when emergent, data-driven a priori codes have been
established (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016). Applied at this stage of the analysis, the
goal of this coding cycle was to confirm or disconfirm conceptual categories and
assertions that were developed from the previous two phases of analysis. Additional
codes were also added, as the analysis revealed themes that had not come up in the
interviews or groups sessions. Analytic memoing, the transition process of code
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mapping, and the second-cycle method of focused coding, as described in Phase 1,
were again utilized.
Final Comparative Analysis
A final comparative analysis was completed after the analysis of Phases 1-3.
Using the interpretivist approach, data sources were considered together, comparing
code maps, themes, and memos across all four phases (Charmaz, 2014). This analysis
took the themes generated from all data sources and sorted them by prominence. In
addition to analytic memoing, this stage of the analysis also involved diagramming
and concept mapping (Saldaña, 2016). This process generated categories that were
then compared to the literature through a process of discriminate sampling - choosing
sources that enhance the analysis to achieve saturation of the topic (Charmaz, 2014;
Levitt, 2021). The comparison of each of these conceptual categories and their related
literature to the research questions resulted in findings related to each question. The
results of this final analysis can be found in Chapter 5.
Checks for Rigor and Quality
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) and Charmaz’s (2014) criteria for validating
qualitative research were used to ensure a rigorous and quality study. These criteria
included ensuring the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of
the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These two sets of criteria were used to check for
rigor and quality.
Credibility
To ensure credibility, this study utilized triangulation, using three separate
sources of data: intensive interviews, a group session, and document analysis. Three
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separate types of data ensured that findings were not based on a single data source that
was not representative of most participant’s experience. Each stage of the study also
underwent peer review by doctoral peers and faculty advisors familiar with the study
topic.
Transferability
To ensure transferability, rich description of the participants and their
responses (Charmaz, 2014) was included in the results and analysis. This was to allow
readers to make their own judgements about the usefulness of the findings to their
setting (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Dependability and Confirmability
To ensure dependability, this study used member checks (Lincoln & Guba,
1985), returning the interview analysis to the participants to check. This made sure
that the researcher’s analysis was accurate to the experiences of participants. To
ensure confirmability, a paper trail of documentation provided the ability to audit the
study if needed. A reflective research journal was kept throughout the process to
document decisions, organize analytic memos, and reflect on the research process for
the purposes of learning.
Evaluating the Use of Grounded Theory
The checkpoints or measures of quality for grounded theory, as described by
Charmaz (2014) were used to self-evaluate the study and ensure a rigorous design and
execution. These checkpoints take the form of the questions such as Are the definitions
of major categories complete? and Have I raised major categories to concepts in my
theory? Using these questions, the researcher reflected and self-evaluated the quality
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of the study and research method choices. The full list of questions along with the
reflection can be found in Chapter 5.
Summary
This chapter has discussed the methodology used to conduct this study, which
investigated professional development and leadership for educational equity.
Grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) was chosen as the appropriate methodology to
conduct this study. Study participants were gathered through purposeful, snowball
criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Interviews
were conducted with six participants, a group session utilizing a community circle
format (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020) was held with four participants, and a
theoretical sampling interview was held with one participant. In addition, documents
were gathered from two participants.
Analysis was completed in four phases, following each type of data gathering
activity. Interview and group data were coded using in vivo and process coding for the
first-cycle and focused coding for the second-cycle (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016).
A transition process of code mapping was completed in between these two cycles
(Saldaña, 2016). Documents were analyzed with hypothesis coding for the first-cycle
and focused coding for the second-cycle, specific to their place in the analysis process
(Charmaz, 2014; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011; Prior, 2008; Saldaña, 2016; Weber,
1990). In all phases, constant comparative analysis was used to compare all new data
with previous findings and to compare different types of data to each other (Kolb,
2012). These results can be found in Chapter 4.
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A final analysis was completed using the interpretivist approach; data sources
were considered together, comparing code maps, themes, and memos across all four
phases (Charmaz, 2014). These findings can be found in Chapter 5. Lincoln and
Guba’s (1985) and Charmaz’s (2014) criteria for validating qualitative research were
used to ensure a rigorous and quality study.
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Chapter 4: Results
The following chapter will present the results of the interviews, group session,
and document analysis. These results are organized by data source; interviews are
presented first, followed by the group session, documents, and the final interview.
Results are also presented in the chronological order they were completed, and from
the surface-level to the conceptual level. These results start by reporting the
information shared by participants about themselves, followed by the results of firstcycle coding, and finally the results of second-cycle coding. Group session questions
were determined by emergent themes from the second-cycle of coding of the
interviews; these results begin briefly at the surface before diving into the deeper
themes. The results of the document analysis, completed with two sets of framework
documents provided by interview participants, are presented next. Figure 8 shows a
map of the analysis presented in this chapter.
Figure 8
Map of the Analysis in Chapter 4
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Phase 1: Interview Results
Participants in this grounded theory study had a variety of backgrounds and
experiences that inform their work. Throughout the one-on-one interviews,
participants spoke to the different areas of inquiry of the research questions: their
experiences and perspectives, how they understand equity, and the way they lead
professional development. While some participants chose to follow the questions that
were sent to them in advance in order, others spoke more narratively, telling their
stories in the way that they think about them. This section documenting Phase 1 of the
analysis is organized by research question.
Engaging in Equity Leadership
Participants in the interviews were asked to introduced themselves and share
some of their personal journey towards equity leadership in order to understand how
their past experiences influenced their work today. This is in answer to Research
Question 1: How do equity leader’s experiences and perspectives
influence their work towards educational equity? All participants recalled a moment
from their past that had a powerful influence on their choice to work towards
educational equity. These profiles explain details about their current work and why
they engage in equity leadership. They work in different types of roles at different
organizations, and in different communities throughout the Pacific Northwest,
although they all have in common a direct or explicit focus on equity and a focus on
adult learners, rather than on children or students. Notably, all participants who agreed
to be interviewed identify as women.
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Interview Participant Profiles. Interview participants were asked to explain
about their work with Question 1: Can you tell me a little bit about your job and the
organization that you work with? Question 6 also was included in these profiles: If you
feel comfortable sharing, tell me about some of the experiences you have had that
influenced your choice to lead others in equity work, or use an equity lens in your
work.
Nathe. Nathe (rhymes with Cathy) is an Arts Integration Project Manager for a
rural county in Northern California. The organization she works with is a federallyfunded professional development project that has taken the form of a series of
professional development initiatives over the past few years. The current project is a
three-to-four-year, opt-in professional development for Grade 3 through 5 classroom
teachers, in four different school districts. Other iterations of the project have focused
on kindergarten through Grade 8 teachers. Now in its final year, the current project is
focusing on creating teacher leaders in the arts. While the project was not at first
explicitly focused on equity, Nathe described that the project is about teaching
teachers to utilize expression and culture for learning, which requires the ability to
“listen for student voice, or bring different cultural perspectives into the room.”
Additionally, the project leaders were hearing through the schools that parents were
demanding that the schools do better for their students of color. This led to a shift in
the project over the 2020-2021 school year to include equity topics as part of their
professional development content.
Nathe’s current focus when working with teachers is to encourage
experimenting as an approach, with an emphasis on team-based, site-based mini-

85

projects that the teacher-leaders lead in their building. She expressed that
experimentation is one of her deepest values: “Try it out. Think about it enough to try
it out, and then try it up, see what happens. And then try it again.”
Nathe, unlike many people who train teachers, was not a K-12 teacher herself.
In fact, her background is in acting and theatre production. She became aware of
equity issues when she was teaching a college course on theatre of the oppressed, a
form of social-activist theatre pioneered by Augusto Boal and drawing inspiration
from the work of educator Paolo Friere (Soeiro et al., 2019). As she worked with a
diverse group of students, she began to have the sense that “There’s something I don’t
know about here.” Later, she worked closely with a colleague who is a woman of
color.
This was the first time I had ever really partnered that intimate of a way, and to
see what it was like for her, going from school to school. Just going to Costco
in the county, you know good old liberal [Northern California].
Finally, Nathe explained that the death of Sandra Bland had a lasting impact on her.
These experiences fundamentally changed her perspective. “Those are all really
important moments of going from not knowing to, it’s actually my responsibility. I,
we, are responsible for this.”
Nathe now uses these understandings to bring equity into whatever she is doing.
“Well, actually it doesn't matter what the grant is or what the meeting is or what the
agenda is, there should always be something in there to disrupt habitual dominant
cultural behaviors.”
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Dani. Dani is the Senior Advisor on Racial Equity and Social Justice at a large
urban school district in the Pacific Northwest. While she started her career as a
teacher, Dani also worked for the City of Portland, Oregon on housing equity and was
an equity advisor to the Governor’s office, working with former Oregon Governor
Kitzhaber and current Governor Kate Brown.
Dani explained that, while she is an educator at heart, in most of her previous
roles and in her current role, she is a bureaucrat. Her work is focused on making
systemic change at the government level; i.e. large-scale change towards social justice.
To that end, she focuses on organizational and cultural change rather than shifting
individual teacher’s mindsets. “The real work of racial justice is around coming to
some agreement, and developing a culture that then sustains change over time.” Dani
leverages her influence, experiences, and positional power to shape the equity
professional development and development strategy for the thousands of educators in
her district.
Dani grew up in a multi-racial, multi-cultural household, with parents who
were very supportive and education focused. The school she attended as a child did
not seem to see the whole picture. “I just remember so much about what the school
said; that cultural racism and those narratives that the school system had about who I
am and who my family was that were just so untrue.” An experience Dani had in high
school was something that she identified as pivotal to her path towards equity
leadership.
I remember one time, my senior year, [my teacher] overheard another teacher
talking to me and he's like, ‘Why do you let them talk to you like that?’ ‘Like
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what?’ and he's like, ‘They always talk to you like you're the exception, that
somehow you're smart, despite being who you are culturally. Have you ever
thought about that?’ and I was like ‘No, I thought I was exceptional, I thought I
was like a special secret.’ And he's just like, ‘You should critically examine
that.’ And that was the first time - that is totally a conversation I wish I would
have had much younger.
That same critical awareness is something that Dani works tries to develop in
the teachers she is responsible for; but she says that it is not enough to simply identify
problems in people or in the system or to get more teachers to be woke, it is necessary
to move them to action: “We've got to move beyond identifying the bias into
developing the caring concern; which is different than what a lot of people want to do,
which is then move into punishment.” One of Dani’s most prominent current projects
is with building culturally-specific community partnerships throughout her district.
Angela. Angela works as an SEL Specialist at a regional education service
district (ESD) in the Willamette Valley. She was hired as a result of Student
Investment Account funding directed to addressing mental health, including traumainformed practice and social emotional learning for students. The ESD that Angela
works for serves several larger districts but the bulk of her work is with the small rural
districts in her county. She works with a small collaborative team of specialists at the
ESD. Her ESD has also partnered with the BELE Network (Building Equitable
Learning Environments) through CASEL (The Collaborative for Academic, Social
and Emotional Learning) in order to examine problems of practice around students of
color at the secondary level, and Angela coordinates this two-year partnership.
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As a main part of her work, Angela provides professional development to
teachers and administrators on implementing SEL, with a focus on creating equitable
learning environments, understanding the five SEL competencies, and supporting
adult SEL development and practices. Although her work in name is focused on SEL,
she says
I'm tying the equity piece into the social-emotional learning piece, whether
we're just doing a PD online, through the ESD or we're actually going to a
school district and doing the PD, or if we're talking about implementation on a
grand scale. You know, anti-racist work, equitable work - because you just
can't do social-emotional learning without talking about race, and culture.
Angela went on to explain that at the small districts that she works with, practices
including SEL, equity, culturally responsive teaching, MTSS (multi-tiered systems of
support), trauma-informed practice, and the neuroscience of learning “fit into the same
kind of bucket” because they all address the learning environment and aspects of
student support.
Angela’s focus on equity was informed by her previous experiences as an
elementary school teacher. After realizing that many of her students who spoke
Spanish as a first language could speak but couldn’t read or write in Spanish, she
started an afterschool group in her classroom to increase reading and writing literacy
skills for Spanish-speaking students. While Angela initiated and coordinated the
group, partnering with parents was the key for this program to be successful.
I brought parents in, and they were the ones that led all the groups. It was one
of the best things I've ever had in my classroom where everybody was
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speaking Spanish. It was after school, and I couldn't understand half of what
was being said, but it just sounded beautiful.
Angela described how the group not only was great for the kids, it engaged parents in
the school as volunteers in a way that respected their expertise, and created a sense of
community and belonging that wasn’t there before. She explained that, as a White
teacher who speaks only a little Spanish, she was motivated mainly by her desire to
serve students and meet their needs. Angela’s experience was inspiring for her to
continue to integrate equity and culture into her work as an educator. After teaching in
the classroom for a number of years, Angela became a TOSA (teacher on special
assignment) focused on SEL, and recently transitioned to leading this same work with
the ESD.
Lisa. Lisa is an Instructional Coach at a mid-size district in the Pacific
Northwest. Her position is comprised of three different roles: she is an SEL coach
working with the early learning programs (Pre-school, kindergarten, and Grade 1); she
is a staff leader for her district’s equity team; and she is a facilitator for the district ally
group, a part of the equity division.
Being split between three different roles, Lisa’s daily work has a lot of
variation. She may be creating lessons and curriculum for early learners and their
teachers; pushing into a classroom to work with or support a teacher to support with
SEL or classroom management strategies; delivering professional development to
teachers, either through the equity or SEL lens; creating frameworks for alignment
between SEL, equity, and other practices; or meeting with one of the many teams that
she participates in at the district.
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When asked about what motivates her work around equity, Lisa pointed to the
experiences of two students of color in her classroom. Although these students did
well academically and were socially confident, she found out when having a
conversation with their parent that they felt alienated and misunderstood at school. For
Lisa, that came as a surprise and led to an important realization.
The biggest impact for me was that I hadn't even thought to notice. I hadn't
even looked up to see, I hadn't even really imagined, because what I saw
superficially was working well. It just impacted me so much because I realized
I just am so unaware.
The realization led Lisa to seek out equity training for herself and to get involved in
equity work in her school. This meant getting comfortable with risk and discomfort.
“When I went to that first equity meeting, I was petrified. And literally, my heart was
racing, I was sweating. I felt so uncomfortable.” Although that first meeting was
uncomfortable, she was learning, and she realized that she was not serving her
students the way she wanted to because of her lack of awareness; and so, as she
describes:
I just kept going, and I kept coming back, and I kept coming back, and I’m still
coming back. Still doing the work, and I'm still learning, and I'm still growing,
and I'm still moving into my own liberation, so to speak.
From those first experiences with equity work, Lisa has continued to set goals
for improving her own practice as well helping the teachers that she works with as a
TOSA. The many interwoven roles that she serves in her district underline her
conception of the interconnected nature of equity work.
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Christina. Christina has developed multiple access points for working towards
equity, something that she does in every area of her life. She works in city government
for a large Northwestern city as an agent for the city’s community access program.
She also has worked as a trainer with a local community non-profit focused on
restorative practice and anti-bias education. In addition, she is a leader in an affinity
group for city employees with disabilities. In all of these areas, Christina focuses on
raising awareness of equity and access issues related to people with disabilities, but
also of the intersectional nature of equity and inclusion work. “I may not be using the
same framework all the time. I think I just am trying to always bring disability equity
in particular into everything that I that I do.” Christina’s work often involves creating
space for others, sharing and listening, modelling, and leading by example how to
create space and access.
I think in order to actually achieve equity, we need to be open to the fact that,
as practitioners, we need to change what we're doing to meet people where
they are; so that people can actually feel like they can take away from my
training or conversation these seeds of knowledge that would affect them
directly, personalized to them as much as we can.
Christina’s work towards equity began when she returned to the professional
realm after her children started school. Although she has had a physical disability all
of her life, she was raised mainly to assimilate with people without disabilities,
attending Catholic school and later attending college. However, her perspective
changed when she attended a nine-month disability leadership academy with the city.
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That group of colleagues was the first time I had really been in a group of other
adults with a disability, and could celebrate my disability. Because I wasn't in
an environment where I had to assimilate, right? And so that was a real gift to
me because I started to realize how much impact, really, my disability had on
me throughout my life, but in ways that I couldn't name at the time.
Christina described how in the past five years as she’s learned to celebrate and
acknowledge the disability culture, it’s provided her with a gift in terms of empathy in
working towards equity. When advocating for access, she focuses on building
relationships, slowing down decision making processes, taking time to make sure that
all perspectives have been considered, and listening to all stakeholders; so that
decisions “bake in” disability and racial equity, and result in better programs, better
access, and fewer mistakes.
Kim. Kim works as a TOSA at a suburban school district in the Pacific
Northwest. Her work primarily focuses on supporting Grade 4 and Grade 5 teachers as
part of a team of coaches who work in multiple buildings across the district. Kim’s
district recently shifted their coaches to support not only instruction and classroom
management, but also social and emotional learning with an equity focus.
Kim spends a lot of her working time with teachers in a coaching model. She
offers flexible options for teachers to get her support, including pushing in, modelling
a lesson, team- or co-teaching, helping with curriculum design, working with an entire
grade level team, and providing professional development workshops or presentations
to individuals or groups of teachers. She also attends building staff meetings to
understand the dynamics of the school and be more embedded with the teachers she is
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supporting. In addition, she collaborates with the other coaches to design and plan
SEL lessons and materials for teachers to use in their classrooms. In all her roles she
supports the district’s focus on providing equitable access to education.
Kim’s focus on equitable education has grown and changed over time. Kim,
now a veteran teacher, shared that her awareness of equity in schools started right at
the beginning of her career. Her first teaching job was at a small school in a rural
timber town. She was surprised to find out that the public school in that community
didn’t offer kindergarten. She herself had attended public school in her home
community beginning at the age of four.
They were lacking an opportunity that I was given, just because of the
community that I was raised in. We have so many kids in our community and
our state and our country that are not offered the same opportunities to learn.
And so I really feel strongly. I’ve thought about equity since I started my
career.
Kim’s role has shifted across her career from classroom teacher, to instructional
coach, to literacy coordinator and Title 1 coach, to Tier 1 coach; and now SEL coach.
Although the framework surrounding her work has changed, Kim has maintained a
focus on helping teachers build positive relationships with their students as the key to
equitable education.
Kim is also an adoptive parent in a multi-racial family. The ways that bias and
misunderstanding affected her family as her son went through the schools also
catalyzed her efforts towards helping teachers understand that each student is unique.
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“My goal is that they really get to know them [the students], I mean because if you
don't know somebody, how can you really start to work with them?”
Although all interview participants identified as women, social context, work
experiences, and life experiences varied. This variation supported a rich dialogue
within the analysis because each participant saw their work from within their own
unique perspective. These unique experiences and perspectives shaped how they
approached their work towards educational equity.
The Role of Experiences in Equity Leadership. All participants at some
point in their interview articulated a powerful experience from their past that changed
their perspective. These experiences were influential in their choice to focus on equity,
and participants described using these experiences to connect and empathize with the
educators they work with.
For Dani, her awareness, or what she called critical consciousness, was raised
in a single conversation that she had with a trusted teacher. Dani identified that
conversation as a turning point that made her aware that she had accepted a false racist
narrative, and that started her on a path to leadership in education. Angela realized that
many of her Spanish-speaking students had no literacy in Spanish; they could read and
write only in English. It seemed wrong to her that the language and culture handed
down from their parents and grandparents was receiving no attention at school. Kim’s
realization came at the beginning of her career, when she began teaching for the first
time and realized that the students at her school had many fewer opportunities than she
had growing up, just because they were in a different community.
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Nathe also described realizing her own lack of knowledge. She was teaching a
college-level class about theatre of the oppressed to diverse students. “It was in those
interactions, in the interpersonal dynamics, that I could feel, ‘There’s something I
don’t know about here.’ And so I got to experience my own learning gap.” For
Christina, the eye-opening experience was being part of a group where everyone had a
disability.
When Lisa learned that two students that she thought were doing great were
actually suffering a great deal, it came as an emotional shock that “froze me in my
tracks”. Lisa described how after she realized the level of her un-awareness, she
started attending equity meetings at her school. The first time she was terrified, but she
continued to attend, and continued to learn, in a process that she identified as still
ongoing.
Study participants shared these experiences that drew them into the work that
they are doing today to lead equity efforts in schools. In response to her experience,
Christina enrolled in a nine-month disability leadership academy. Lisa and Angela
both started to move into leadership positions. Kim, having realized that no one else
was going to provide opportunity for disadvantaged students, took that on as a
personal task. Nathe described that the death of Sandra Bland at the hands of police
while on her way to work was when she knew she had to act.
Participants chose to share experiences that changed them in important ways.
Several participants noted that they share their own story often, sometimes daily, with
anyone; it is one of the ways they connect with people. For others, these stories were
rarely shared; they didn’t have the experience of being asked about their own story
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very often. Each of these stories were clearly treasured by these educators as one of
their most valuable learning experiences.
Defining Equity Practice
Research Question 2 sought to understand how participants think about the
practice of working towards equity: How do equity leaders conceptualize and
understand equity work? Participants varied in how they defined and conceptualized
educational equity. Participants responded to the interview question When you think
about educational equity, what do you consider to be the important ideas or practices
related to equity, and why? Lisa pointed out that “Some people think about equity in
terms of results. And some people think of equity in terms of a process, and it's two
different ways of thinking about it. I kind of think it's it has to be both.” That thought
is echoed in the different ways that participants talked about equity work; some
focused on who equity is for, while others talked about the actions or processes related
to providing equitable education; several focused on both aspects. Quotes from the
participants answering question two are presented in Table 3. Meeting student needs
related to learning, diversity, student choice and agency, and including student voice
were common themes. Interestingly, participants did not directly mention
achievement, although the presence of achievement gaps are a common measure of
whether equity exists in a school community.
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Table 3
Definitions and Concepts of Equity
Participant
Christina

Definition of Equity
If you’re working towards equity you’re working towards an
environment where everyone gets what they need, regardless of what
that is.

Kim

What I really feel strongly about is that every student gets what they
need to learn to their fullest potential. Every day at every moment.

Dani

I'm not interested in any type of equity unless it’s race equity. And I
think that equity is about the shift in power, so that there are more
opportunities for folks who are underserved.

Angela

Student voice and agency, and family voice and agency, in the small
decisions but also on the grander scale. Creating more awareness and
equitable environments for our students of color, and our students
with disabilities. Our families feeling more included and welcome;
that they have more of a voice.

Nathe

Students and families who come from marginalized backgrounds,
their perspectives are different; and then teachers having an
unexamined assumption of “justness”. To me, that seems to be the
biggest disconnect.

Lisa

When we're talking about equity, it's not even always about race or
culture, it's about lots of different things; it's about lifestyle, it's about
socio-economic position, it's about ability, it's about neurological
development, and it's about gender, all of that.

In addition to directly speaking about their definitions of equity in response to
Question 2, participants shared their concepts in different ways throughout their
interviews. Different perspectives included equity as a continuum or as a process.
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These processes included building a shared understanding, moving towards justice,
elevating students and families, or shifting power.
Dani pointed out that differing understandings of equity and related concepts
like intersectionality or critical race theory are a major obstacle to moving forward
with equity work. This is one of many challenges that participants identified in leading
educators in equity work. How they conceptualize equity, and the obstacles that they
perceive, may inform their choices and strategies for leading educators.
Challenges in Leading Educators in Equity Work. The way challenges are
understood often informs the choices that are made to avoid them. While many articles
in the literature and popular press point out obstacles to equity such as systemic
racism, political influence, and implicit bias, this study wanted to hear what interview
participants thought about the challenges of their work as they see them. Interview
question 9b and 10 asked directly about this: What aspects of teaching other educators
are challenging? What other challenges have you faced in your current role that you
continue to work on? In addition to answering these questions, many participants
shared about the challenges at several different points in their interviews, resulting in
several findings.
Overcoming Resistance to Change. All participants spoke extensively about
the challenge of creating change in practice and culture. Motivating educators to
engage in learning about equity came up in almost every interview. While many
expressed empathy for teachers and the difficult jobs they have, some also expressed
that they felt some teachers do not want to improve their craft, do not want to continue
learning, are just here to do their job, or see equity work as outside of their
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responsibility or role. Representative of what many expressed, Kim observed
“Unfortunately, just like in every career, there are some teachers that come to work,
and they do their job, eight to four, and they drive away and don’t really think about
their job; come back the next day at eight o’clock, open that folder, and do what
they’re supposed to do.” Lisa echoed that sentiment:
If you would ask somebody if they had a growth mindset or what they felt
about a growth mindset, they would probably say yeah, I have a growth
mindset. But then when it comes to talking about race or talking about
culturally responsive strategies or talking about critical consciousness or
talking about equity or even SEL, then this kind of like wall comes up.
Other participants found that some educators were quite open in their
resistance to the training being presented. Angela shared an example of being tricked
by a group of teachers into shortening her workshop.
I've sat in a lot of PDs [as a teacher] and I know that they're thinking about a
bazillion other things. Adults are not always in a space to learn, even if they're
like literally in the space. We had somebody come up to us halfway through,
‘We thought we were going to be done an hour earlier that's what our admin
told us,’ and admin aren't in the room so we're like ‘Okay, we’ll adjust and
shift’; and turns out that wasn't the case.
Beyond simply being frustrating, participants perceived educator resistance to be one
of the most difficult challenges that they face in their work towards equity.
Professionalism and Organizational Culture. Several participants spoke about
challenges related to the culture of the organization that they worked in, and especially
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about how professionalism, when defined narrowly, restricts forward progress towards
greater equity and access within their organization. These two concepts were
intertwined in participant’s responses.
For example, Dani in particular focused on shifting organizational culture as
one of her key leverage points. She explained how changing the mindset of individuals
is fine, but does not naturally result in a shift in organizational culture. According to
Dani, that culture must be shifted intentionally to create what leaders want in their
organization. Then, the focus shifts to working with people to adjust their mindsets
accordingly. A good example of this is her work around community partnerships;
quite a lot of resistance to partnering with community organizations was found
initially. This resistance manifested by staff suggesting that their community partners
were not qualified, did not fit in with their organization, or did not dress
professionally. Dani also described that this investment in community partnerships
eventually paid off, noting that during the pandemic, the narrative around community
partners changed: “It's interesting because the same principals who were like ‘No, no
way, not my campus, not my school, get these people out of here,’ are now like, ‘What
do I have to do to get one?’”
School and district politics can also be an obstacle to progress on diversity,
equity, and inclusion. Nathe explained how in her region, rural districts compete for
students and the funding that comes with them. This leads to investment in programs
that might attract families, such as her program, an arts initiative. Initiatives that are
seen as controversial are less likely to be adopted, from her experience. Additionally,
she suggested that superintendents and administrators may be seeking to add to their

101

resumes or “make their mark” before moving on to more high-status districts; they are
less invested in the long-term well-being of the community. As something of an
outsider to public education, Nathe also pointed out that introducing change in a
school system that is functioning well may be particularly complicated, related to both
how people are socialized at school and the needs of the system.
There's the way of being that is indoctrinated in working at schools. There's so
many like unspoken expectations and ways of being. It’s so deeply baked in
that I just question whether it's even possible for such an institution to be
different.
Christina talked about a similar phenomenon related to what she referred to as
professionalism. She explained how the culturally-defined standards of behavior and
“appropriateness” in professional settings can present a significant barrier to
participation for people with disabilities, the unhoused, and people from other
marginalized communities. “Professionalism, like this buttoned-up kind of way of
doing business is actually a thing of White supremacy and White privilege.” She went
on to explain that vulnerability, as opposed to staying comfortable, is needed in order
to create a new way of doing things.
Resistance to Change. Ushering educators through a major change came up
frequently as both the most important and most challenging part of their work,
according to interview participants. Many found resistance to their efforts from the
educator-learners that they were tasked with. While they also noted the majority of
educators are enthusiastic or at least on-board with the goals of equity work and
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readily adapt their practice, participants all noted that resistance to change within
individuals and organizations was a formidable obstacle.
While many participants shared about educator resistance to change, two
participants explained the conceptual models they use to help them manage resistance
to change in their organizations. Dani spoke about a theory of 20-50-30:
There’s a theory that says that in any workplace you have about 20% of people
who are influencers, you have 50% of folks who go along to get along, and you
have about 30% of folks who undermine. What we wanted to try to do with our
racial equity and social justice training with this pilot is to identify who are the
influencers, because if we can develop our influencers, then we can move to
that 50% group and we can take out the underminers.
Kim used the MTSS triangle to organize her thinking about educator resistance.
If you think about the [MTSS] triangle. There’s the tippers that frustrate me,
and I just have to remind myself that the Tier One that I’ve got is more than
80% on-board. That 8-10% that are struggling, in that they just don’t want to
improve their craft.
Both of these educators went on to say that they focused their energy and resources on
working with educators who are motivated and interested in changing their practice.
It is important to note that participants were clear that many educators they
worked with are enthusiastic about the goals and practices of equity work. However,
even these excited educators often found that making changes to their practice was not
as straightforward as knowing what the problems are. Because of the prominence of
this theme, it was selected to be discussed in the community circle in more detail.
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Resources, Scarcity, and Siloing. Several participants spoke about the
challenge of getting needed resources. Kim described it as a battle; that her department
was always competing with the teaching and learning department for scarce resources
of professional development time and money. She suggested that although her district
sees equity work as important, academics are almost always prioritized and that plays
out in the distribution of resources. Angela also spoke about initiative fatigue in the
schools, and the competition between culturally responsive teaching, social and
emotional learning, reading, and math. Nathe described the situation with a grant that
was obtained by one district to help with racial equity; instead of partnering with their
communities of color, the district chose someone from within their organization to
administer the grant.
It's such a tiny little pot of money that it makes sense to just put it under this
person's wing. But it seems so weird that they wouldn't take that opportunity to
bring in somebody who's not already working there, and who’s not White. I
feel like it would bring a lot of buy-in from the community, much needed buyin from the community.
In this example, Nathe showed that the organizational need for efficiency with
resources, i.e. to administer a very small grant in-house, created a missed opportunity
to connect with the communities that were the intended beneficiaries of the grant.
Siloing was a theme that came up frequently in the interviews with
participants. In this study, siloing was seen both at the organizational level and within
individuals, and led to a real feeling of scarcity for these professionals. Most often,
participants mentioned that they were competing with academic departments for the
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limited amount of time on the professional development schedule. These departments
were referred to as Teaching and Learning or Curriculum and Instruction by
participants. Participants saw this competition, scarcity, and siloing as undermining to
their work to improve educational equity, especially since many participants viewed
instructional practice and curriculum choices as key to the efforts to improve equitable
outcomes for students and hoped to work with these departments. While some
participants mentioned collaboration in this area, they also referenced that equity
practice was seen as an “add-on” to instruction, and this view of it as something extra,
“one more thing” as Kim put it, was viewed as having a negative impact on educator
buy-in to equity professional development.
In addition to siloing in the organizational sense, participants talked about how
educators tend to practice internal siloing or compartmentalization. They spoke about
how educators saw equity work, especially about race, mental health, and emotions, as
not part of their job or responsibility. Lisa explained:
Sometimes teachers don't feel like it's a hat that they feel like they should or
need to wear as an educator. They see themselves as in one role and that's
delivering instruction, but they don't see themselves in what in their minds is a
separate role.
Lisa went on to explain that her early childhood teachers could see social and
emotional learning as important, but were less likely to see race as important to their
work. Other participants echoed this sentiment in their interviews, including Kim and
Nathe, who also both work with elementary teachers. Nathe also recounted that
teachers she worked with wanted assurances from their administrators that they would
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be protected from angry parents if they were required to address race and equity in the
classroom. Assuming these teachers were not asking for these assurances for other
subjects, this anecdote shows that they felt teaching about race was outside of the
norms of parent expectations.
The deep influence of separating equity learning from other types of learning
and from equity work and other areas of education was very intriguing, and two
questions for the focus group were drafted about resources and siloing.
Creating Equity Professional Development
Research Question 3 asks How do equity leaders use professional development
to encourage the adoption of equity practices in schools? This question sought to
understand if there are methods and strategies that participants use that are different
than the best those in the best practice frameworks. Interview Questions 3 and 5
captured this information: When thinking about creating change in schools, how do
you approach your work with teachers and administrators? What is something you’ve
learned in your work with adults that you wish more people knew? Participants talked
about a number of strategies for creating equity professional development in response.
Primarily, they began by building relationships. That relationship building began not
with their educator-learners, but with their colleagues and collaborators.
Building Relationships within the Equity Team. Several participants
mentioned that the team that they work with to coordinate and provide equity learning
is one of the most important sources of motivation, learning, and support that they
have access to. Nathe talked about her friendship and collaboration with a colleague of
color on her team as “eye-opening”, leading to greater understanding of the experience
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of people of color in her community. Angela spoke about feeling a sense of belonging
on her team that helped her keep trying in the face of discouraging outcomes. Lisa also
mentioned that collaboration with people on the teams she is a part of helps her solve
problems, plan lessons, and create frameworks to support their teachers. Christina
offered the following advice for supporting a strong team:
How you build a community who actually does activism is to allow people to
share their stories and build relationships with each other. Then they feel
confident in their relationship with you, and feel like they're in a safe space,
and we can start to advocate for further community.
Building Relationships with Learners. Angela shared about the steps that her
team takes to build relationships with the school communities that she’s working with.
Because she is at the regional level, she and her colleagues often do not know the
educators that they work with at first. One strategy she spoke about was gathering
feedback from an initial meeting with a group of teachers, and then sharing that as the
first slide at the following meeting and discussing the ways that the group’s feedback
informed the learning that was planned for that day. Angela also makes time to come
early or stay after sessions to share a meal and informal conversation with the staff.
These strategies help her team to understand what is relevant to that school community
at the moment and build connections.
Christina also spoke extensively about building relationships as the core of her
training practice. Sharing her own story is a way that she creates safe space for others
to feel comfortable sharing; listening with intention and reflecting back what she hears
were also supportive of making others comfortable. Christina also uses her skill at
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listening to understand and meet people where they are. She crafts her teaching based
on what she thinks that person knows and believes to be true; but she suggests that it
takes time to learn those things before leading learning. Christina also demonstrates
respect to her learners or those that she is leading by slowing processes down to make
sure that all voices can be heard, and by practicing informality to allow people to be
themselves. She spoke about how professionalism actually creates barriers to
participation when people cannot or feel that they cannot meet an unspoken standard
of formality because of who they are or what they are experiencing.
Kim spoke about empathy as one of the key ways that she builds relationships
with the teachers that she works with. Because she was an elementary teacher for
many years, she can understand the experiences teachers are having and identify with
their solutions or frustration. That empathy allows her to build trust with her teachers,
and she explained that this makes them more willing to try the practices that she
suggests.
Lisa also suggested that without trust in her motives, just giving information is
not an effective strategy to create change in educators. “I think it’s meeting people
where they’re at, instead of trying to pull those people over with information and
research.” Instead, Lisa tries to understand her learner’s experiences. She underlined
the importance of knowing the teachers she is coaching well, so that she can guide
them through that “uncomfortable space” that she experienced when she first began
learning about the situation for historically underserved students. She realized that
sharing about her own experience lets people know that she is not judging them.
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As a person that went through that myself, that exact experience, I can speak to
it, and I do; I speak to in in a very honest and vulnerable way. And that seems
to move needle for people a little bit.
Nearly all participants echoed this sentiment in different ways; building relationships
by sharing about themselves and allowing others to share are key to building the trust
needed to enter into the often-uncomfortable space of equity learning.
Story Sharing. Participants again were both explicit and implicit about
sharing. The implicit expression came in the form of each participant engaging in
storytelling about their challenging experiences, especially about their experiences of
bias in the schools. This storytelling was quite striking in the interview process,
occurring near the beginning or about halfway through the interview. As participants
began to get more comfortable sharing, they shared stories about bias they had
experienced or witnessed in the schools. Most spoke uninterrupted for 5-10 minutes
while sharing these stories. These were examples of things they had witnessed,
including two examples of a teacher lecturing a student of color in front of the class,
students being asked to sit in the hall, administrators refusing to work with Black
community members who had baggy pants or spoke too loud, and educator-learners
bullying the trainer. Following sharing about these experiences, participants often
called back to them in their interviews as moments that galvanized their motivation to
do equity work.
In addition, several participants including Christina, Lisa, and Kim talked
about the importance of listening to others’ stories as an important part of their work.
Christina focused on storytelling the most.
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I think it’s a lot for me about like hearing, listening to one another’s stories;
and determining where the roadblocks and barriers have come up. And then,
doing all we can to break down those barriers for people to get access to the
things that everybody should have access to.
She used story sharing in several ways: sharing her own story to create trust between
her and the person she’s working with; listening to people’s stories to understand what
their needs are; and creating change in perspective for decision-makers at the city
through sharing the stories of others. “And so I could go and give them a spreadsheet
of all the numbers of households I served and that’s great, because money is attached
to that; but I think what actually changes people’s minds is the story.” The need to
share stories was a strong theme throughout all participant interviews. Some were
intentional about using and telling their stories, while others seemed to find relief in
telling their experiences to a sympathetic listener.
Using Professional Development. Just as skilled teachers use many different
types of instruction, most of the participants mentioned using different types of
learning for different groups or settings in response to question four: How do you use
professional learning or professional development in your equity work? Table 4
shows these types by the number of participants that mentioned them.
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Table 4
Types of Professional Development Used by Participants
Type of Professional Development

Participants

Coaching

3

Large-group presentations

6

Small-group presentations or workshops

5

Webinars/video/online learning

1

After enquiring into how choices about delivery of professional development
are made, Lisa admitted that much of the time, she does not get to choose; her district
leaders make these choices. For example, she might be assigned to lead a one-time
session for a large group of administrators, even though she would prefer to meet with
them multiple times in smaller groups.
Dani, as an administrator who makes these choices, described that often her
district works with outside partners to provide professional development, but that she
only works with organizations that are willing to work with the district to customize
their offerings for her schools and staff. The idea that the form of professional
development should match the needs of the learners was a common theme among
participants.
A surprising result of this line of questioning was that after sharing a little
about the sessions they have led, participants did not have much to say about particular
types of professional development activities, programs, or kinds of equity practices.
While it was expected that participants would share about different types of practices
that they used, or weigh the pros and cons of professional development programs
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available in the marketplace, participants as whole quickly shifted the conversation
about professional development to a deeper level; instead, they discussed social
dynamics, relationships, emotionally difficult content, and getting educators to apply
what they were taught. In fact, participants explained that more than these surfacelevel choices about professional development modality, deeper aspects of working
with adults were much more important to the success of professional development for
equity, and was where they focused their time and attention. This result confirmed that
people who are engaged in equity professional development work in a focused way
have a deeper understanding of the nature of this work that is not captured in
professional development frameworks.
Building Knowledge. Although Lisa emphasized that information alone is not
enough to create change, nearly all participants acknowledged that building a solid
knowledge base is important. Nathe discussed that she tries to “sneak in historical
understanding about systemic oppression” when she can, and also supports teachers to
see for themselves and learn more about the history and depth of systemic inequities.
Dani also spoke about this; she suggests that it is necessary to build a shared
understanding of equity concepts in order to move forward together. Dani mentioned
that she uses a formative assessment at the beginning and end of sessions to measure
about how understanding has changed, asking learners to reflect on What is equity?
What does your role have to do with equity? She shared that the answers to these two
questions at the beginning are rarely the same, but are much more aligned by the postassessment.

112

Kim also suggested that educators need to build knowledge, but she focuses on
building knowledge about their students rather than conceptual knowledge. She
suggested that often when a teacher is struggling with a student, there is a lack of
knowledge about that student that is standing in the way of a relationship being
formed. She works with teachers in this situation by directing them to get to know
three to five things about their most difficult student. Often, she says, this effort is a
catalyst for that teacher and student to form a more positive relationship. She shared
the following story as an example.
I was working with a teacher that was really frustrated with a kid. He has
some, what you maybe would call annoying behaviors, but he really is this
great kid. I asked her, “I want you to find out one thing that he really enjoys”
and I came back and she didn't really have anything, because she hadn't really
done it. She was like “I didn't think you'd really challenge me.” I'm like “No,
I'm gonna ask, you really got to get to know him. I'm gonna come back
tomorrow, and I want you to get to know one thing, just one thing.” And so,
the next day came - he loves to swing. [I said] “Okay, well, I'm going to cover
your class, and I want you guys to go to the playground and go on the swings.”
She's like, “What am I supposed to do?” [I said] “Just go outside and swing
with him, that's all you have to do.” So she went out and swang with him. He
talked the whole time they were swinging, and she was like, “I didn't know all
these things about him, and he knows about like the force of the swinging, and
I mean stuff that I don't even know.” That's what she said, “I learned things
that he knew that I didn't even know he knew.” And so, when they were doing
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math, she was just like “Well, let’s talk about swinging and the force.” So you
just have to - if you can just work with them to get there; they have to turn that
corner.
Several participants used the metaphor of “weaving in” to describe how they
build knowledge by connecting equity with concepts and practices that teachers are
already familiar with, including MTSS (multi-tiered systems of support), social and
emotional learning, culturally responsive education, PBIS (positive behavior
interventions and supports) and trauma-informed practice. As Angela mentioned, for
many small schools and districts, these are often combined out of necessity; other
participants saw these concepts as interrelated and combine them to support their
goals.
Moving from Knowledge to Action. Participants spoke to the challenge of
moving from knowledge-building activities into actions that change educational
practice. However, they also had several strategies for transitioning educators from
learning to doing. Dani mentioned that one of the challenges that she noted when
beginning her current role was that educators were getting to the point of creating a
positive classroom environment and then getting stuck on where to go from there. She
now focuses professional development on first building a common understanding
about equity concepts like anti-racism, and then spends time on how to apply that
understanding to problems of practice. Dani, Nathe, and Lisa all talked about creating
frameworks and supports for teachers to connect their new knowledge to practice.
Nathe explained that she tries to make it easy for teachers to say yes to integrating
equity practice:
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I think about it as, ‘How can I make a structure that will demand that the
teachers answer that question one way or the other?’ [I want to] make it easy,
make there be enough material so that it's not hard to do that, and it's not this
extra thing, it's just part of the whole.
Some participants mentioned using existing frameworks, such as Hammond’s
(2015) neuroscience and culturally responsive teaching model. Yet many participants
shared that they were creating in-house frameworks, customized to the needs of their
community and often incorporating two or more equity practices together. Creating a
framework for moving knowledge about the issues surrounding equity into concrete
and replicable practices seemed to be a key task for most, if not all participants.
Making Space for Emotions. Participants spoke about different ways that they
made a safe emotional space for their educator-learners before presenting content that
they thought could provoke a reaction. Often, combinations of practice included SEL
as a starting place for other equity practices. Lisa uses social and emotional learning
when leading teachers to “prime the environment” for equity learning because, as she
explained, “The race conversations, culturally responsive strategy conversations,
equity conversations are a less familiar space for many folks that are in education.”
Several participants pointed to resistance to change manifesting as primarily an
emotional experience. Emotions mentioned were vulnerability and fear, anxiety,
shame, guilt, anger, confusion, and frustration. They also talked about relationships,
trust, love, support, community, feeling seen, and feeling heard. All participants spoke
about emotions that emerged in equity learning. Not all participants spoke about
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making room for emotions or creating emotional space with intention. Those that did,
however, always found it to be helpful in the process of creating change.
Creating Change by Disrupting. Disrupting as an important part of their role
in schools was another universal theme among participants. Participants spoke about
disrupting the status quo, disrupting systems of power and control in schools, and
moving towards conflict and controversy rather than away. These disruptive acts
included being the one to speak up, saying the awkward thing, and choosing to speak
truth and amplify others. They also included non-verbal acts like humanizing, i.e.
treating someone who has been dehumanized with dignity and respect. Although many
participants saw the role of the disruptor as a key part of their job in equity, sometimes
this made them less than welcome. Kim recounted how as an instructional coach,
some teachers would see her coming down the hall and go the other way. Nathe also
shared a story about how an already existing White employee was tapped to
administer an anti-racism grant for the explicit reason that they would not be
disruptive. Despite seeing equity work as inherently disruptive, participants shared
that this required them to be ok with being uncomfortable, an important skill that
many of them had developed.
Taking Time for Equity. The theme of dedicating time to equity work in an
ongoing process came through in many if not most of the participant interviews. For
example, Nathe’s arts program works with teachers over three school years, Christina
participated in a disability leadership program for nine months, Dani’s work has rolled
out over multiple years, and Lisa and Kim do on-going coaching work with teachers
without a hard stopping point. They characterized their own personal work towards
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greater understanding as a work in progress or a continuing journey. Several
participants also lamented being assigned to give a training or presentation to a group
just one time; they expressed disappointment that it would not have the impact that an
ongoing process would. Related to this many emphasized the importance of
relationship-building, explaining that relationships require trust, which takes time to
establish; and that relationships can be messy, meaning emotional and ambiguous.
Several pointed out that White-centric education communities frequently have a sense
of urgency and rush through learning, planning, and decision-making for the sake of
efficiency; however, as Christina pointed out, “That might mean they are coming back
to the drawing board sooner.” Participants emphasized that long-term, ongoing
learning experiences led to the strongest trust and best learning, and that they often
had unexpected but welcome benefits, such as the development of true friendships and
community.
Successes and Opportunities in Professional Development. In addition to
challenges, participants shared many stories of successful efforts and unexpected
opportunities in response to question 11: What successes or unexpected opportunities
have you found? Kim shared that the most rewarding part of her job is when a teacher
has successfully connected with a student and they can both move forward with
learning. She also shared that an opportunity is presented by her position: as a TOSA,
a teacher on special assignment, she is at the same level as the teachers that she works
with as far as a power hierarchy. Her role is not evaluative, and she was a classroom
teacher for many years; she feels it is easier for teachers to trust her than if she were in
an administrative position.
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Nathe shared that the major opportunity she found was taking advantage of the
arts grant to also lead and teach towards equity and inclusion. While she admits that it
has not all gone smoothly, she is glad that her team took that chance rather than
passing it up. Christina and Angela focused on the benefits of engaging in equity work
along with others. Angela shared that a sense of belonging was something that she
found when she started her current position, and she connected that to the experience
that she wants to create for the teachers that she works with.
I immediately felt that I belonged and that I was valued here, and I know
there's a lot of teachers that don't feel that way. When you don't feel that
yourself in your workplace, that's really hard to replicate in your classroom.
Christina echoed the feeling of belonging to a community as part of the benefit and
why she continues to engage in equity work.
You'll actually get to know people that you're working with on a different
level. And I think that's a real gift to me; that's why I like to do the work, that's
why I'm so passionate about it. It creates an environment where people feel
like they're part of the community.
When asked about successful efforts, Dani shared about the student-led effort
to change the names of some of the schools in her district. She pointed to student
efforts to not only superficially change names, but make sure that those changes were
also reflected in the curriculum and student experience. “I feel comfortable knowing
that five years from now, students, incoming freshmen will know why the name was
changed.” The success of that for Dani was that students of color felt empowered to
lead a public effort and campaign to change the names; she pointed to the
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administrators and teachers behind the scenes that supported and encouraged them in
that work. Lisa also shared about a successful effort to include more student voice by
creating a junior equity team comprised of elementary students.
They informed a lot of our practices; what they wanted to learn, and then we
implemented it and the activities or the celebrations that they wanted to do. We
implemented those and then they presented at the assemblies. It was a lot more
student-driven activities and interests than we had ever had in the school
setting before.
Opportunities within equity work were varied and were often unexpected. Generally,
participants found their work rewarding despite the challenges they faced.
Summary of the Interview Results
In the first phase of analysis, interview results to answer the research questions
were found. Participants shared about experiences that had influenced their choice to
lead equity work. They described that they use these experiences both as a way to
connect and build trust with others, and as a way to empathize with educators who
have not yet had those realizations. They also talked about the way they understand
and define their work towards equity, explaining their ideas about it and also how they
defined the challenges that characterize equity work differently than many other areas
of education. Finally, they shared about the many ways that they create effective
professional learning for educators and some of the successes and opportunities they
have found in this work. The themes established in Phase 1 of the analysis were key in
the planning for Phase 2, the group session.
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Phase 2: Group Session Results
Following the interviews and analysis of their results, questions for the group
session were drafted based on the most prominent emergent themes. The group session
was held one evening in the fall, out of necessity in a virtual setting because of health
and safety regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic. The group session used the
format of a community circle, following guidelines from restorative practice (BoyesWatson & Pranis, 2020). This community circle consisted of four participants,
including the facilitator, who, given his position embedded in the equity community
was considered a collaborator-participant (McIntyre, 2007). Participants in the
community circle were encouraged to share about their perspectives, and their
responses revealed themes that seem to run as an undercurrent in their work. These
deeper themes became apparent following code mapping and inductive second cycle
coding. Because of the limitations of time, Research Question 1 about experiences was
not addressed during the group session, instead leaving more time to focus on the
themes that emerged from the interviews about challenges in professional
development. This analysis begins with introductions of the participants.
Circle Participant Profiles
While some interview participants returned for the circle, including Christina
and Angela, two participants were new and did not participate in interviews. During
the opening round of the circle, participants introduced themselves and responded to
the question Who are you, what is your professional role, and what do you consider to
be your work in the world? Also, please share a snapshot from your day. These
profiles introduce the participants that were new to the study.
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Teresa. Teresa is the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Access Administrator
for a small district in a suburb in the Northwest. As a snapshot from her day, Teresa
shared about how she has been working in the central office for almost a year.
I went to the superintendent this week and said, “This is not working for
anybody. It's certainly not working for me. I want to be in the schools. I want
to make connections with students, get to know them, get to know their
families.” So from next week, I have a rotation schedule being in buildings.
Although she is doing great work, she explained that she was having less of an impact
than she wanted, and she acted to change her situation. As a district-level leader,
Teresa shared within the circle from her perspective as a decision-maker and
administrator.
Russ. Russ is the Director of Alternative Programs for a mid-size district in a
middle-class suburb, and also serves as the Principal of the district’s alternative high
school. Russ shared a story about a student in Culinary I as a snapshot from his day.
This kid is a ninth grader, he's a raggedy kid and he's a funny kid, but he had
just learned how to make the nicest grilled cheese sandwich you've ever seen.
It was just crispy, golden brown, and perfect and buttery and cheesy. And he
looked at me with such pride; he said, Russ, ‘I fucking love this school’. And
that made me know that we were on the right track.
Russ was a participant-collaborator in this study; he agreed to both share from his
experience leading equity work, and facilitate the community circle. Russ was the only
participant who was currently a building administrator as part of his professional role.
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The Real Work of Equity
Defining and understanding the real work of equity was the topic of discussion
in the first part of the group session. These first questions sought to get to a deeper
level of understanding to inform Research Question 2: How do equity leaders
conceptualize and understand equity work? Christina and Angela, the returning
participants, introduced themselves during the first round of the circle as well, and all
participants responded to the question What do you consider to be your work in the
world? Table 5 presents circle participant’s responses to this question.
Table 5
What Do You Consider to Be Your Work in the World?
Participant
Russ

Work in the World
My work in the world is to try to shape schools to be places that
truly serve human needs.

Christina

I think my work in the world has to do with equity practices within
government, especially giving people who typically don't have
access to local officials that access as best I can.

Angela

I consider my work in the world to support changes and
improvements on current school practices in order to create a more
equitable, and just, and well, and safe environment for kids and
adults to learn and to work together.

Teresa

Well, trying to make this world more equitable is my work. I'm a
woman of color and I have experienced what it is to be marginalized.
It's really tough, and I don't want kids to go through that.

Participants elaborated on this question, sharing about how in their professional roles,
they were focused on making and supporting change with the various goals of
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improving school practices, creating a more equitable environment, making
connections with students and families, meeting human needs, and as one put it,
“liberating kids”. As a whole, creating change was evident in all of their responses.
Taking as a starting place the wide spread of definitions of equity work within
the interviews, participants were asked: Looking below the surface of practices and
programs, what is the REAL work of equity? Christina answered that the real work is
“Building authentic and transparent relationships with people and really getting at our
shared need, and always uplifting the voices of people who are typically not at the
decision-making table.” Angela explained that under the surface, through the lens of
neuroscience, equity is about “creating the experience of safety” to allow the
conditions for learning new things. Russ explained that for him the real work of equity
is “creating the conditions where groups of people can center on values”, starting a
chain reaction “that leads to equitable outcomes and the changing of practice”. Most
participants focused on equity work as an active response, including ideas like
“undoing business as usual” and advocating for others. Teresa explained a different
perspective.
So I think equity is something that you are, something to be, not to do, and I
think that's the problem; a lot of people think “Oh, we have to do it.”
Teresa’s perspective of being, rather than doing, contrasted with the statements of
other participants, yet several other participants agreed and appreciated by nodding in
response.
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Defining the Challenges. The questions for the group session were drafted
based on the most prominent emergent themes from the interviews. These included
how participants understand the most common challenges in equity practice.
Resistance to Change. Question 3 asked participants What’s going on with
resistance to change? How is it impacting the work, and what can we do about it?
When thinking about individuals who resist change, fear and vulnerability were what
participants mentioned the most. Specifically, Christina talked about fear related to
status or power, saying “I think that the resistance to change comes from having to see
a new perspective that would require giving up power. The fear comes from sharing
the power with someone you might not be used to sharing power with.” Russ
suggested that the fear of having to face hard truths creates barriers for teachers to
change their practice.
The place where I see resistance now that we've overcome all of those other
things is within the individual. I don't see a bunch of racist people being racist
or anything like that. It's more like, facing their own music around having had
a career as an educator for 20 years, and that they may have been doing it
wrong, or harming kids during all of that time. Having to reconcile and
integrate that truth in order to be able to move forward and do something new
and different is a really difficult thing for most people to do.
While focusing on individuals who resist change, participants explained that
although this resistance is seen in individuals, they see the source of it in the bigger
picture of school institutions and society, and also in the deeper levels of human social
relationships. Angela argued that vulnerability is not welcome in schools: “We don’t
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create spaces for vulnerability for anybody.” Teresa suggested that the culture of
school institutions contributes to fear, especially for people of color, and this creates a
convoluted pressure to resist change. She explained:
When you’re a person of color, and you get to a position where you could
make some change; then you are worried about fitting in to the culture of an
institution. And then sometimes they start siding with the dominant culture and
just not affect any change. So that's kind of a resistance that is imposed,
because you just want to keep your job and fit in.
Participants mentioned individualism, competition, capitalism, and the pressures of
living in a White-dominant society as all contributing to the fear of being vulnerable
with other professionals in schools. Russ talked about status, and he suggested the way
to overcome resistance is “working in a way that allows us to see each other's
humanity and get past all of the BS part that keeps us thinking we're all fancy and
stuff, and just be people doing good things together.”
Participants agreed that overcoming resistance to change within individuals
was an emotional process, and a difficult process best attempted together. Christina
shared that “our liberation is tied up with one another rather than being in competition
with each other for who can have the most, or achieve the most. It's a together process
for me.” Angela echoed that same sentiment.
It comes down to having those really important conversations and being
vulnerable - that we maybe have been doing things wrong. We've been doing
things that have harmed our kids and our families and our systems. And we
need to acknowledge that, and move forward together, and change.
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Russ pointed to the raising of critical consciousness as an important tool to clearing
away barriers within individuals.
It's not complicated…let go of all your baggage. Be a decent human being that
can really see somebody for their humanity. It's simple, but the process of
doing that simple thing can be painful and hard and emotionally charged; and a
journey of considering your own mental health, place in the world, family
patterns, societal patterns. So, critical consciousness becomes an important
thing to build so that you can slash through all of that with your machete of
love.
Participants agreed that resistance to change is a substantial barrier in their
work. They pointed out the ways that forces both outside of and within individual
educators keep them from changing. Yet, they also showed that overcoming those
barriers by coming together, having hard conversations, moving through emotions,
raising consciousness, and facing the past, while not easy, may not be that complicated
either.
Resources and Scarcity. Question 4 asked participants What’s going on with
the narrative around scarcity when it’s time to do the equity work? How is it
impacting the work and what can we do about it? Participants talked about pressures
within their school organizations, including power dynamics, competition,
prioritization, and fear. As a district administrator, Teresa responded directly to this
question. “I run time and money. There's no time, and even if we integrate it into the
regular curriculum, we need to do professional development on certain areas, that will
take time and money. And that's what we're lacking.” Russ shared that when people
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think resources are scarce, priority often goes to areas other than equity work.
Christina also echoed that a scarcity mindset comes up pretty often when she speaks
with her clients who are elderly or people with disabilities. Angela suggested that
scarcity may be a result of losing sight of the meaning and purpose of schools behind
the drive to go faster, be more efficient, and do more as a school in an “individualistic,
capitalistic society.”
Participants were also forthcoming with solutions to resource scarcity and a
scarcity mindset. Angela shared that in her experience “slowing down and pausing is a
way to impact that that scarcity mentality,” while Russ shared that from his
perspective, weaving equity work into every area makes it easier to get the needed
resources. “I think that when we weave these things together, where anything we do is
equity, and anything we do is going to serve the humanity of our stakeholders, then it
gets to be easier, right?” Christina shared that one way to help someone who is
thinking in this way is to
acknowledge that it's a real feeling; that the feeling of scarcity has value; and
that maybe speaks to their experience as a person. To say “Yes, I understand
this is your experience. And what can we do to work together to create more
abundance?”
While she was speaking about people, schools too have experienced times of real
scarcity and those experiences may leave similar marks on school communities.
Teresa stated that she does not let a lack of resources get in her way.
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I never let myself be stopped by money. I start calling people. Last year, we
wanted to train all staff in restorative practices. I started asking for grants, and
I got an organization that paid for the training modules for all our teachers.
Participants viewed resource scarcity as both a real and a perceived
phenomenon. They explained that although real experiences of scarcity can lead
people to compete for time and money resources within school organizations, the
mindsets that there is not enough and we should be doing more can also lead to
competition, prioritizing, and power struggles, even when there are resources
available.
Leadership for Professional Development and Change
Throughout the discussion, the theme of intentional leadership choices to
create change and manage resistance to change was raised by several participants.
These answers inform Research Question 3: How do equity leaders use professional
development to encourage the adoption of equity practices in schools? They discussed
ways that they try to undo business as usual, making different choices in order to
create different outcomes.
Getting Beneath the Surface. Throughout the conversation with the
community circle, getting beneath what is on the surface emerged as a theme in many
responses. Teresa mentioned trying to find and develop the potential of students;
seeing what a student has to work with, and what that could become in the future.
When talking about scarcity, Christina mentioned drawing awareness to the feeling of
scarcity, so that feeling could be examined and addressed, whether it was the result of
actual scarcity or not. Russ also mentioned “getting past the BS” and “slashing
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through” school practices or norms that work against forming community, and make
people feel separate from each other. Several participants also mentioned raising a
critical consciousness as important to leading others to look beneath the surface of
society and culture; to examine their own practice of education. For all the
participants, questions asking “What’s really going on here?” seemed to resonate with
them and generated ideas and discussion.
Seeing Each Other’s Humanity. The inherent worth and dignity of each
person was an idea that also came up in several places in this discussion. Several
spoke of raising or uplifting the voices of people not at the decision-making table and
liberating kids. Participants suggested centering decisions on values, making authentic
connections with students and families, and meeting student’s and teacher’s human
needs as key aspects of seeing each other as fully human. A related idea was nurturing
the human communities of schools, by recognizing that we are reliant on each other
and interconnected, and that each person in a community has inherent worth. These
ideas support the concept explained by Teresa that equity is something that you are,
not something that you do. Related to the role of leadership for equity, several
participants spoke about the difficulty of advocating for greater humanity, connection,
and community within an individualistic and competitive society and school
environment. In stepping into an advocacy role for these cultural shifts, they often find
themselves engaging in controversy.
Stepping Back to Go Forward Together. The final major theme highlighted
in the community circle was the idea of the need to step back as a leader, in order to
move the organization forward together. This idea was expressed through stories about
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sharing power, slowing down a process to be more inclusive, listening to each other’s
stories, trying to see a new perspective, and pausing before making a big decision.
Others spoke about taking a literal step back so that others were speaking before them,
and the need to give up power and privilege in order to create equity among decision
makers. These ideas represented an understanding of leadership as a role that
sometimes involves positioning oneself differently in relationship to other decisionmakers in different situations; showing by example how equity is created by those
holding positional power and privilege.
One participant talked about rather than leading out front, she prefers to come
alongside teachers that she’s working with, identifying with them, and then working
together towards solutions that they find themselves. Another spoke about a similar
idea of leading from within; that the school organization moves forward together
rather than in a push-and-pull fashion. These ideas about where leaders see themselves
in relation to the people they are tasked with leading connects back to the idea of
seeing each other’s humanity. Another participant explained that to work with
resistance to change in teachers, they needed to create a reason why that teacher wants
to change. The key idea was that “why” the change was important was essential to
creating the willingness to do the work to try something different. Finally, once a
change has started, “getting traction” as one participant put it, investing the time and
not stopping professional development at an arbitrary point.
Participants described acts of courage and perseverance that were needed to get
a change to start. For example, Teresa described how she was doing her job very well
within the bounds set by the organizational culture, in this case that district-level
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leaders do not work directly with students. Yet she felt like nothing was actually
changing, and she was growing increasingly dissatisfied. She approached the
superintendent with a plan to create more momentum by spending time in the schools,
and was successful in advocating for herself and the students.
Summary of the Group Session Results
Phase 2 of this study involved a group session, which was held as a community
circle. Themes that emerged in the interviews in the previous phase of the study were
used to shape the discussion to provide more information in these areas to increase the
depth of the analysis. Participants introduced themselves to each other and explained
different ways that they understand the real work of equity. They also spoke to some
specific challenges, including siloing and the need to balance disrupting with fitting in.
Finally, they shared about their experiences of leadership in equity. The themes
generated from this and the previous phase of analysis were gathered into categories in
order to create a list of a priori codes. The presence of these codes was sampled for in
Phase 3, the analysis of documents provided by participants.
Phase 3: Document Analysis Results
Phase 3 of this study focused on what can be learned from documents that
equity leaders use to organize their work. Using the two previous phases of analysis as
a starting place for this analysis, documents related to their work were requested from
interview and group session participants, yielding two sets of documents, one from
Lisa and one from Dani. Both of these participants shared the frameworks for
professional development and coordination of equity work in their district. This lucky
happenstance yielded the opportunity to compare these frameworks to each other, as
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well as to test the theoretical categories generated in the first two phases of the study.
The names of these frameworks have been anonymized.
Contextualizing the Documents
Prior (2008) suggests that documents can be rich sources of data when
examined for not just what they say, but for how and why, and by whom they were
created. The following questions guided an initial memo as the first part of the
document analysis (Prior, 2008):
1. What did the originators intend to accomplish with this document?
2. By what process was it produced?
3. What and who does the document affect?
The response to these three questions follows.
Community Responsive Framework. Lisa referenced a document laying out
the framework her district is using to orient and embed their equity work into the
curriculum. She mentioned several times in her interview how developing and refining
this framework along with a team was one of the three main roles that she holds, along
with instructional and social and emotional learning coaching.
This document is intended to coordinate the district’s work towards closing
“opportunity gaps for all students so their success is not predictable by any identity
marker.” The framework is organized by tenets of culturally and community
responsive education and includes a break-down of the values, meaning, and actions
that fit with each tenet. These tenets include “Critical Consciousness (self- and
organizational),” “Culture and Climate that is Humanizing,” “Dynamic Learning
Communities,” “Pluralistic Len,” and “Congruent Instructional Practices.” It also
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includes links to resources and the teacher and administrator evaluation standards
related to each tenet. It is organized in the form of a large table with specific
categories within each tenet, including “Values and Characteristics,” “Collective
Meaning,” and “Observable Actions” for district leaders, building leaders, and
teachers. This document, as Lisa explained, was created by the district-level equity
team over several months, which included representatives from many areas across the
district. As an organizing framework that includes evaluation guidelines, the
framework potentially affects all teachers and administrators across the district.
Social Justice Framework. The second framework document analyzed was
provided by interview participant Dani. This document describes the important ideas
and processes for her district related to professional development for equity; in this
case, specifically racial equity. This framework is intended to align professional
development for equity with a cohesive strategy across this large district. It affects all
staff across the district, as Dani described that professional development about equity
is not limited to teachers, but includes all district staff in every department. The
framework includes short history and a statement of goals and intentions. The second
part describes the stages of organizational change related to the theory of action for the
framework. These three stages are individual readiness, organizational culture, and
racial equity social justice systems. Each stage is broken down with a description of
the goals for knowledge, behaviors, and beliefs that should be present at each stage. In
the next part, the framework is presented in a grid. Levels of knowledge are included,
as well as the stages of professional development; moving from individual knowledge
and identity exploration, through culturally responsive organization and practices, to
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strategies for student success, to refinement of the system by addressing problems of
practice. Each of these four levels then contains a description of the knowledge and
competencies expected at each level.
Framing Equity Practice
These two documents frame the approach to equity practice and professional
development for their districts. After the initial questions, the documents were coded
with the categories established in Phase 2. Applied at this stage of the analysis, the
goal of this coding cycle was to confirm or disconfirm conceptual categories that were
developed from the previous two phases of analysis.
The hypothesized themes were evident in both documents; however, their
prominence was quite different when compared to each other. This comparison can be
seen in Table 6. While overcoming resistance to change and issues around resources
received ample attention in the interviews, these documents put less focus on these
themes. This finding may speak to the public-facing nature of this document.
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Table 6
Comparison of Prominent Themes
Prominence
of Theme
Most

Community Responsive
Social Justice Framework

Framework

Getting beneath the surface

Going forward together

Disrupting

Seeing each other’s humanity

Framing and structuring

Getting beneath the surface

Overcoming resistance to change

Taking time

Seeing each other’s humanity

Disrupting

Going forward together

Story sharing

Resources, scarcity, and siloing

Managing resistance through
leadership

Managing resistance through

Framing and structuring

leadership
Least

Story sharing*

Resources, scarcity, and siloing

Taking time*

Overcoming Resistance to change

Note. *Theme was not found in this framework.
Interestingly, in the social justice framework, sharing stories, either as a school
or eliciting the stories and experiences of students and communities were not a
prominent theme. Similarly, taking extra time in decision making processes or to
gather feedback, pausing to reflect were not present, presenting a striking difference
from the community framework. This framework did put a strong emphasis on critical
thinking, building knowledge and comprehension of the impact of racism, and
disrupting the status quo.
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Choosing Priorities for Equity Practice and Professional Development
In addition to the hypothesized themes, several areas emerged in these
documents that were not hypothesized. While they echo some earlier themes, the
prominence of these emergent themes suggests that in this mode of communication
about equity work, priorities seem to be chosen and presented differently. Comparing
the emergent themes from both documents, two themes were strongly represented.
These were doing equity or being equitable and building knowledge. These two codes
had the greatest frequency of any of the other a priori or emergent themes.
Doing Equity or Being Equitable. The theme of doing equity versus being
equitable spoke to the strong emphasis in the Community Responsive Framework of
things that educators will do: follow routines, use protocols, gather feedback from the
community, etc. This was related to the emphasis in this framework on educators
developing skills that will allow them to practice equitably, rather than a focus on
building knowledge. This theme also captured ideas like strategies, practices,
programs, initiatives, and application of knowledge and practices.
Building Knowledge. The strong emphasis within the Social Justice
Framework on building self-knowledge and also understanding of historical inequity
drove the frequency of the building knowledge theme. These aspects of doing equity
work by building knowledge are interesting in contrast to the other district’s focus on
doing equity work by building skills.
Integrating Different Practices. The theme of integrating different practices
spoke to the way a district is using well-known practices such as PBIS, SEL, and
Culturally Responsive Teaching in an integrated, mix-and match fashion. Rather than
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choosing a single practice to organize their work towards equity, this in-house
framework integrates the practices that are the most salient and useful for this district
and the problems that they are trying to solve.
Summary of the Document Analysis Results
Analysis of two frameworks for equity, created by equity leaders and their
district-based teams reveal yet another layer to understanding equity practice and
professional development in schools. How these two frameworks are used in practice,
and how they are perceived and understood by end users and stakeholders would
certainly be informative as to how districts organize their work towards equity.
Comparing a greater number of frameworks could also be informative, and help to
broaden the understanding of the application of equity concepts in schools, which
would be informative for both schools and scholars. Unfortunately, it is beyond the
scope of the current research; however, it is hoped that others will take this work on in
the future.
Summary
The chapter has presented results from the interviews, community circle, and
document analysis phases of this project. Each phase and the data it generated
informed the following phases in an iterative, comparative process. Participant profiles
yielded information about the professional responsibilities common among equity
leaders, and the personal stories that led them to the work that they are so invested in.
While they all had different paths, their stories share a common theme of an eyeopening experience that changed the way they see education. The one-hour intensive
interviews with participants yielded rich and intricate details about the way these
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professionals conceptualize their work, what they think is important in their work, the
activities that they spend their time on, and the struggles that they continue to
problem-solve. Among these struggles, overcoming resistance to change within
individuals and institutions, disrupting inequitable systems and practices, and
managing sometimes scarce resources were clear themes that they all were working on
in their own ways. Their successes spoke to the power of taking time to build
relationships and share stories, and working together towards a common goal.
Coming together in the community circle to go deeper with these key themes,
participants shared about getting beneath the surface, both in a personal way and with
a system focus; recognizing the humanity of teachers, students, and communities;
managing or working around resistance to change through careful and thoughtful
leadership choices; and moving forward together towards greater equity.
Two frameworks for pursing an equity professional development agenda added
yet another layer to these findings, as the structures that school districts put in place to
guide equity work came into focus. These frameworks revealed very different
approaches to the ideas behind equity work, revealing additional themes of the tension
between knowledge-building and skill-building, as well as between doing equity work
and being an equitable school. However, these frameworks also reinforced earlier
findings about getting beneath the surface to see what is really going on and leadership
that challenges and disrupts the status quo.
A final comparative analysis will take the discussion of these results further,
comparing them to each other and the scholarly literature in order to draw out a greater
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understanding of how equity leaders work with educators. This analysis yielded key
findings related to each research question.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
This chapter presents the final comparative analysis and the key findings of
this research. A summary of Chapters 1, 2, and 3 precedes these findings.
Recommendations for applying these findings to practice are also provided, as well as
a reflection on the methodology, the limitations of the study, areas for further research,
and a summary of the findings.
Summary of the Study
A knowledge gap exists in schools and in the literature about the best way to
pursue professional development for equity. Teacher leaders, equity coordinators and
directors, and those that work in the non-profit space lead with their ideas and are
uniquely positioned to provide new insight in professional development content and
strategies. This qualitative grounded theory study attempted to learn how to create
transformative professional learning for educational equity by investigating the
perspectives, practices, and experiences of equity leaders who work with P-12
educators.
Very little if any research has focused on equity leaders outside of teacher and
administrator roles, including equity coordinators, equity coaches, and equity trainers,
who work with P-12 educators but are based in the non-profit or private sectors.
Virtually no literature was found about these individuals in relation to equity
leadership or investigating their own perspectives on their work. Combined
approaches to equity practice are becoming much more common as schools seek to
improve many aspects of their programs and meet many student needs at once, yet a
practical organizational framework for how to combine equity practices, and more
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importantly, how to choose which equity practices to combine was not found in this
literature search. The results of the literature search of professional development also
point to the urgent need for a better understanding of the issues related to professional
development for equity. Current best practice frameworks do not have a strong
foundation in adult learning theory. Professional development approaches that are
informational or knowledge-building are likely to be ineffective at achieving changes
to practice and behavior (Ben et al., 2020; Duguid & Thomas-Hunt, 2015). These
research gaps suggest there is ample room for exploration in the field of leadership for
professional development towards equity. This study attempts to enlighten one part of
this problem by exploring how equity leaders who lead from the middle of their
education communities create truly transformative professional development for
educational equity, and the perspectives, practices, and experiences that inform how
they think about, and go about their work.
Grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014) was chosen as the appropriate methodology
to conduct this study. Study participants were gathered through purposeful, snowball
criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Interviews
were conducted with six participants and a group session utilizing a community circle
format (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020) was held with four participants. In addition,
documents were gathered from two participants. Data analysis was completed in four
phases, following each type of data gathering activity. A final analysis was completed
using the interpretivist approach; data sources were considered together, comparing
code maps, themes, and memos across all four phases (Charmaz, 2014).
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Participant profiles yielded information about the professional responsibilities
common among equity leaders, and the personal stories that led them to the work that
they are so invested in. While they all had different paths, their stories share a
common theme of an eye-opening experience that changed the way they see
education. Overcoming resistance to change within individuals and systems,
disrupting inequitable systems and practices, and managing sometimes scarce
resources were clear themes. Their successes spoke to the power of taking time to
build relationships, being vulnerable and sharing stories, and working together
towards a common goal. Coming together in the community circle to go deeper with
these key themes, participants shared about getting beneath the surface, both in a
personal way and with a systems focus; recognizing the humanity of teachers,
students, and communities; managing or working around resistance to change through
careful and thoughtful leadership choices; and moving forward together towards
greater equity. Two frameworks for pursing an equity professional development
agenda added yet another layer to these findings. These frameworks revealed very
different approaches to the ideas behind equity work, revealing additional themes of
the tension between knowledge-building and skill-building, as well as between doing
equity work and being an equitable school. However, these frameworks also
reinforced earlier findings about getting beneath the surface to see what is really going
on and leadership that challenges and disrupts the status quo.
Final Comparative Analysis
This final section of the analysis takes all three data sources together and
compares them to the literature. Key findings emerged related to each research
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question. This section is organized by research question and is preceded by a summary
of the findings in Figure 9.
Figure 9
Summary of the Key Findings
Research Question 1: How do equity leader’s experiences and perspectives
influence their work towards educational equity?
• Experiences of transformative learning were important for the leadership
path of each of the equity leaders
• The story of what they had experienced shaped how and why they pursue
equity work, and they used their stories to build trust with others.
• A contradictory perspective emerged in the responses when participants
encouraged humanizing students, but dehumanized teachers who are
resistant to change.
Research Question 2: How do equity leaders conceptualize and understand equity
work?
• Seeing the humanity of learners is the primary goal of equity work.
• Looking beneath the surface allowed leaders to see obstacles within
institutional structures, including siloing and isolation, and within emotional
experiences.
• Siloing, scarcity, and isolation are obstacles to equity leaders’ work.
Research Question 3: How do equity leaders use professional development to
encourage the adoption of equity practices in schools?
• Emotional discomfort was seen by participants as an obstacle to equity
learning.
• Skilled equity leaders expect, plan for, and prepare learners for difficult
emotions in their professional development.
• Equity leaders in this study engaged the tension between a sense of urgency
and slowing down to make good decisions.
• Custom built frameworks clarify which ideas an educational community is
using to shape their practice and professional development strategies.
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How do Equity Leader’s Experiences and Perspectives Influence Their Work
Towards Educational Equity?
Past experiences were important to the way participants described their
leadership trajectory. Leaders used their experiences to both empathize with learners
and to create trust as part of relationship building. Their perspectives on their work
also shaped the way they enact equity learning.
Transformative Learning in Equity Leadership. Experiences of
transformative learning were important for the leadership path of each of the equity
leaders interviewed in this study. These experiences shifted their perspective when
they encountered a conflict between their world view and new information. These
experiences also opened them to greater empathy and understanding of others, and
empowered them to act. Some participants described guiding other educators through
transformative experiences like the ones they had.
Every interview participant talked about eye-opening experiences that changed
their understanding. Lisa described this experience when she suddenly became aware
that she had missed something important about her student’s experiences. In
transformative learning, eye-opening experiences make you aware of your own
perspective through encountering information that is true, but does not fit with your
current perspective (Mezirow, 1997). This eye-opening prompted Lisa to go to equity
meetings and listen. She needed to listen and talk to others to understand the scope of
the new information. The process of reconciling new information with a contradictory
perspective includes comparing and evaluating both. As she was crafting a new
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perspective that could include what she had learned, it was important that she was with
a supportive group of people.
Transformative learning theory suggests that support is needed near the end of
the learning process, as a new perspective could be adopted and solidified (Mezirow,
1997). Support in Lisa’s case meant that other people around her accepted her new
perspective and encouraged her. Without that support, it is possible that the new
information and the new perspective may have been rejected and the old perspective
strengthened (Mezirow, 1997). In Lisa’s case, her new, more aware and more open
perspective on students of color aligned with her values as an educator and confirmed
that she would work towards creating better education for students in the future. Each
interview participant articulated a similar pattern. These experiences were key to their
future in leadership, a phenomenon that has been noted in studies of the factors
contributing to leadership (e.g. Cullen, 2022; Gabriel, 2008). This finding contributes
to the evidence for transformative learning as an important model for change within
the equity movement.
A Contradictory Perspective. While other findings in this study flowed from
the voices of participants, a finding emerged as a persistent stuck point within the
analysis. From the researcher’s vantage point a contradictory perspective emerged in
the responses when participants spoke about teachers who are resistant to change.
Several participants suggested that they do not try to work with teachers who
are resistant to change, and instead focus on their eager teacher-learners. While
advocating for teachers to see all of their students as fully human and to be responsive
to the educational needs of eager and difficult students alike, participants were also
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expressing ideas such as “There are some teachers that come to work, and they do
their job, eight to four, and they drive away” or “they just don’t want to improve their
craft.” Participants who expressed these ideas seemed to see these resistant educatorlearners as less capable and certainly less motivated to take in learning on equity
topics. This was striking in the analysis because it echoes how some teachers view
difficult students; a perfect model of what occurs in the teacher/student relationship in
many pre-equity classrooms. I believe the contradiction inherent in these ideas is fully
covert from these equity leaders. They have no awareness of it, yet it may be
interfering with their goals. Almost 20 years ago, Garcia and Guerra pointed out this
exact phenomenon and encouraged the equity community to deconstruct deficit
thinking about both students and teachers (2004). Recognizing that educators are both
teachers and learners in the humanized education perspective may open new
opportunities to understand and work with what appears to be resistance to learning or
lack of motivation among educator-learners.
How do Equity Leaders Conceptualize and Understand Equity Work?
While participants varied in how they stated it, their ideas consolidate on
educators and education communities seeing the humanity of learners as the primary
goal of equity work. Dani stated that “We have to develop a community of care for
one another, and recognize the humanity of everyone. That is our work. Until
everyone looks at the Black five-year-old without fear, and sees all of his potential.”
Teresa also mentioned during the group session “It's about finding the unique gifts that
everyone has, being sensitive who’s in the room, and just trying to find that potential.”
Christina echoed this thought with a broader view that equity is about “getting at our
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shared need.” Participants explained that equity is about embracing differences in race,
ethnicity, language, and culture; gender and sexuality; and ability, mental health, and
neurodivergence. These conceptions of humanized equity education center the view
that learners are all as important as each other and as the teacher, and should hold the
same status to have their needs met in the classroom; this connects to both the
strengths-oriented perspective of culturally responsive education (Gay, 2018;
Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2014).
The conceptualization of equity from the humanized education perspective
brings into focus an awareness of existing power dynamics within schools that
prioritize the needs of some people over others, and that prioritize the functional needs
of the system over human needs, connecting it to Critical Race Theory (LadsonBillings & Tate, 1995; Marshall & Khalifa, 2018). Dani mentioned this when she
spoke about “It’s about that shift in power,” meaning that she wants to see a shift so
that people of color have the same power to get their needs met in schools as other
students. Humanized education practices respect each person in the learning
community as having the same value (Marshall & Khalifa, 2018). Equity is crucially
important to the goal of humanized education because of the current state of imbalance
demonstrated through persistent gaps in educational outcomes.
How Equity Leaders Understand the Obstacles to Equity. When asked to
describe the challenges and obstacles in their work, participants described ways that
the educational institutions that they work for resisted being changed, not by any
person’s action, but because of the nature of a system that needs to function day-today. Participants also shared stories of push-back to equity practice that discouraged
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them. Seeing obstacles beneath the surface was thus a skill that emerged from the
experiences of the equity leaders in this study. Obstacles took mainly three forms:
institutional structures, individual resistance, and discomfort in equity learning.
Observations and understandings of these obstacles that largely lie beneath the surface
helped participants when planning for professional development.
Institutional Structures. Siloing within the context of this study refers to the
separating of departments within a school or district in a way that limits collaboration
(Kilgore & Reynolds, 2010). Equity leaders in this study were often organized in a
new department or role, separate from academic and curriculum leadership (Dugan,
2021). This creation of new departments may be intended as a way to mark the
importance of equity work. In practice, it limited the ability of these equity leaders to
make change; importantly, it limited their influence in decision-making. In the
literature, siloing is described as one way that schools “do equity” without fully
committing to changing important aspects of student experience, like instruction
(Dugan, 2021; Kilgore & Reynolds, 2010). “Siloing equity leads us to believe that
equity is separate from instruction, which is separate from culture, which is separate
from every other aspect of student experience and learning” (Dugan, 2021, p. 1).
Siloing has other impacts within a school district that are not just limited to equity.
Siloing can lead to stagnation; slow, ineffective decision-making; and is a barrier to
productive collaboration across all departments (Kilgore & Reynolds, 2010).
Participants shared that siloing also limited their access to resources of time
and money, putting them into a position of competition with other departments for
these resources and engaging them in scarcity thinking. Teresa identified a
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problematic narrative within schools that there is not enough time or money to do both
academic and equity professional development. She described how this results in
districts prioritizing one or the other. As Nathe described, these decisions whether or
not to prioritize equity were sometimes made based on what was less controversial,
what would appeal to potential new students and families, and what would help build
school leader’s reputations or resumes. Siloing departments within a school or school
district presents an obstacle to these organizations being changed from within by their
participants and stakeholders.
Another obstacle that is an artifact of institutional structure was isolation.
Isolation within the role of an equity leader was a theme that emerged in both the data
and the literature (Kezar et al., 2021; Starr, 2020). One participant spoke about how
she was the only person in an equity role in her school; her school was also one-of-akind in her state. This means that unlike most educators, who can rely on same-grade
band or job-alike colleagues, often in a PLC (professional learning community), she
has no colleagues that work in the same role that she can collaborate with. This is an
example of a very common experience of isolation for equity leaders, especially those
that work in small districts or unique school settings.
The institutional obstacles of siloing and isolation result in work experiences
that participants found emotionally difficult. Siloing creates competition for resources
between people whose values and goals are likely aligned (Kilgore & Reynolds,
2010). Feeling isolated touches deep human emotions about staying connected to
one’s community (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020). Teresa shared about how some
equity leaders feel the need to belong so strongly that they have difficulty being the

149

disrupter that their role calls for. These institutional or policy structures can act as
obstacles to moving forward with equity work, and though their goal is organizational,
the impact is often emotional. Equity leaders talked about this emotional discomfort in
two ways: their own experiences of discomfort and the experiences of educatorlearners.
Emotional Discomfort and Equity Leadership. Many participants used
disrupting as a way to describe how they see it as their role to say the hard thing, point
out inconsistencies, or have a difficult or awkward conversation with someone. Some
districts formalize this role, tasking leaders with auditing programs for equitable
practices. Rather than avoiding conflict, equity leaders in this study readily stepped
into it, if they felt that it was in the best interest of the students. An understanding of
the role of disruption in equity work has been growing (Kezar et al., 2021). Disrupters
point out inequities, question traditional practices, and challenge norms, often through
stories of their own lived experience (Kezar et al., 2021). Disrupters can be a powerful
force but also may become a lightning rod for controversy, as was seen when Oregon
equity leaders were targeted by the media (Rufo, 2021). In order to be a disrupter who
is still invested in being a part of a community, it seems that it is necessary to be able
to tolerate being uncomfortable and making others uncomfortable while still
maintaining healthy professional relationships. Teresa spoke about how difficult this is
and pointed out that some equity leaders, who have fought hard for the opportunity to
sit at the decision-making table, find that there is tension between the need to be
accepted into a community, and disrupting that community in order to make it better.

150

Understanding that equity work is inherently disruptive may help equity leaders to
tolerate discomfort by putting these experiences in context.
Emotional Discomfort in Equity Learning. Participants also talked about how
feelings of discomfort in educator-learners, including shame, anger, and fear, could
easily shut down equity learning. These feelings of discomfort were manifest in
Angela’s story of being bullied by workshop participants who wanted to get out early,
and the outright refusal to engage in professional learning by some teachers as
recounted by Nathe, Kim, and Dani. Like Russ spoke about during the group session,
emotions arise when measuring up one’s own career, a common experience when
learning about inequities in schools. He explained that from his experience, when a
teacher realizes that although they did their best, in the past they were likely not
serving all of their students, it can cause guilt and shame. Lisa and Nathe both
described the difficult emotions that resulted from realizing that they had a learning
gap, including anxiety, shame, and bewilderment.
In the literature, discomfort and distress related to equity learning, especially
anti-racism, is well-known and extensively described (Baptiste, 2020; Dugan, 2021;
Hammond, 2015; Jacobs et al., 2014; Jagers et al., 2019; Kendi, 2019; Tatum, 2001,
2017). Literature crossing neuroscience and psychology explains that emotional
experiences of discomfort and fear cause stress, which interferes with the brain’s
ability to integrate new information (Hammond, 2015; Immordino-Yang & Damasio,
2007). Because emotions that arise during professional development for equity can be
disruptive and shut down learning, most often participants characterized them as a
challenge, an obstacle, or a barrier to equity learning.
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Particularly exemplified in the story Lisa told about going back to the equity
meeting again and again even though it was uncomfortable, some participants
recognized uncomfortable feelings triggered by awareness of inequity as necessary or
inevitable. Participants described in their personal stories about being confused,
receiving awareness, and being frustrated as experiences that led them to dig into
equity work, detailed in their biographic sketches. However, seeing discomfort as
necessary or a hallmark of learning was not fully expressed by any participant.
Institutional obstacles and emotional discomfort are the major obstacles to equity in
the way that these leaders see it.
How do Equity Leaders Use Professional Development to Encourage the Adoption
of Equity Practices in Schools?
Equity leaders in this study have developed many ways of moving equity
practice forward within their education communities. These inevitably start with
building a framework for practice, and also include taking time, sharing stories, and
working around institutional obstacles. Perhaps most importantly, these equity leaders
are recognizing the role of emotions in their professional learning. They are using
strategies to navigate the emotional content they are presenting along with their
educator-learners in ways that move the community forward together.
Creating Frameworks for Equity Practice. Frameworks are important in
equity work because it is an interdisciplinary effort that draws from many different
schools of thought. Custom frameworks clarify which of these ideas an educational
community is using to shape their practice and professional development strategies.
CASEL recommends that creating a framework for practice is one of the essential first
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steps in applying SEL in a school-wide fashion (CASEL, 2020). A few frameworks
for equity professional development were found in the literature, however all
participants in this study who mentioned frameworks were creating their own (Bottiani
et al., 2018). A few of the themes that emerged from the data spoke to why this is the
case.
An education community’s framework for equity practice must address the
needs and goals of that community. Take for example the two frameworks analyzed
for this study. One came from a large district that covers both urban and suburban
areas; the other, a smaller suburban district. Though nearby, the two districts have
different socioeconomic profiles and different student demographics. They focused on
different practices. While one focused on collectivism and humanizing education
through culturally responsive practice, the other focused on building understandings of
ethnic and racial identity through anti-racism practice. Another framework that was
not provided, but was referenced included Universal Design for Learning as an equity
and inclusion practice. The problems of practice identified by districts and schools
inform the equity practices they choose.
The second theme among participants in relation to frameworks was an
integrated or combined approach. Studies of combined approaches to equity practice
showed a great deal of support for this approach (Barnes & McCallops, 2019; BoyesWatson & Pranis, 2020; Castro-Olivo, 2014; Cressey, 2019; Han & Thomas, 2010;
Mannassah et al., 2018; Nagda et al., 2010; Osher et al. 2021; Sciuchetti, 2017). An
integrated practice approach is also pragmatic for schools because of the overlapping
and supportive nature of these practices. For example, SEL and trauma informed
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practice are both partially based in the neuropsychology of stress, and have some
overlapping practices, like skills for self-regulation (Oliver & Berger, 2020;
Vasilevsky & Turner, 2015; Walkley & Cox, 2013). Additionally, as Angela
mentioned, in rural schools, these practices fit all in one “bucket” for meeting
student’s needs. As she explained it, this matches the situation and culture of rural
schools, where often staff members serve multiple roles in the same education
community, out of necessity.
Frameworks can also provide more structure in areas where a very different
way of doing things is being adopted. An example of this additional structure is how
the Community Responsive Framework references protocols that have been created
for communication, decision making, and collaboration. These protocols are the actual
structures that support the new way of collaborating and decision-making that the
district is trying to implement. The creators of this framework seem to believe that
without pretty specific guidelines for the new way of doing things, people in the
organization will rely on the status quo; they will revert to what they know best. The
district is trying to disrupt the status quo of decision making, because they have
identified the way decisions are made as a place where inequity exists in their district.
The authors of this framework seem to be trying to create enough structure that is
disruptive to the status quo that the new, more equitable ways of making decisions can
be learned and can become a new status quo. Dani spoke about this need for support
for a new way when she described equity work as “developing a culture that then
sustains change over time.”
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The very act of a district or school making all of the choices that are involved
in creating a framework for equity practice and professional development while
including all stakeholders will require defining equity terms and practices together.
This itself is a big step towards equitable education. A metaphor for this process could
be building a workbench as a first carpentry project; you learn the skills you need as
you go along and it serves as a model and support for projects to come. In the same
way, the creation of a framework for equity, while practicing equitable decisionmaking supports the work to follow.
As a key part of their roles in leading equity work, equity leaders are creating
these custom frameworks for practice and professional development as a way to
address specific problems of practice that their schools are facing. They are combining
equity practices in a mix-and-match fashion both out of practical considerations and
by identifying the places where inequity exists in their community.
Taking Time. Whether making decisions about equity practice or bringing an
equity lens to decision-making, equity leaders in this study were engaging the tension
between a sense of urgency and slowing down to make good decisions. The sense of
urgency comes from seeing the on-going damage caused to children by inequitable
education. Yet, rushing may result in the wrong decision being made, delaying further
the education that students deserve. Many participants found themselves working
against urgency by slowing down and taking more time in their decision-making
processes so that more voices could be included. This seemed salient to participants
because many of them serve in an advisory role to important decision-makers in their
education communities. It may be important to clarify that participants saw taking
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time and slowing down decision making as related to sharing stories and hearing all
voices. This extra time is not passive; it is not slow-walking or delaying a decision.
The extra time, as identified by participants, is active time for connecting with
stakeholders and listening to their perspectives.
Taking time also meant for participants getting to know someone and to hear
their story. Christina saw this as essential to equitable education, because she
recognized that lived experiences are important influences on whether someone is
open to learning, much like culturally responsive education (Gay, 2018; Hammond,
2015). Getting to know someone is not just about their identity, although that is
important. It is also about understanding their situation, what they have to work with,
and what their goals are. Kim’s story of encouraging a teacher to spend time getting to
know a difficult student is an example of taking time. The teacher was unable to teach
the child and move past seeing him as a difficult student. It took a few minutes of time
for those two people to sit together and talk in order for them to really see each other
in another light.
Sharing Stories. Story sharing was an important theme throughout this
project. For these equity leaders, the story of what they had experienced shaped how
and why they pursue equity work. In another sense, equity leaders use their own
stories to create trust with others. Christina shared about the role of personal stories in
her work. As a person with a disability, an advocate for equity, and a community
liaison who works with people with disabilities and people experiencing
homelessness, she suggests that what you see on the surface of someone’s situation
does not show the whole story. In order to actually help people, you need a better
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understanding of their situation and how they see it. Yet, people are not often trusting
of a representative of an institution, especially if they have been mistreated by
institutions in the past. Sharing her own story is a way that Christina has found that
creates space for others to share their story and then allow her to help them. Sharing
stories and taking time were two ways that participants sought to humanize the
education they were providing to others and level power dynamics in the decisionmaking processes they were a part of. These two strategies were concrete actions that
they took that moved the balance of power towards greater equity within their
organizations.
Working Around Institutional Obstacles. In the group session, participants
offered several solutions to the problems of resource scarcity and siloing, which they
saw as related. Russ named that scarcity can be a real experience, but it can also be a
mindset that does not reflect the current reality. When people have experienced
scarcity and hard times, a scarcity mindset can take hold which reduces cognitive
bandwidth for long-term thinking (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). It also makes people
more likely to make errors, fall back on automatic, biased thinking, and have tunnel
vision when problem solving (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). Schools have gone
through many cycles of budget cuts. It is likely that a whole school or school district
could be experiencing a scarcity mindset, even during a time of economic recovery.
Christina suggested that when she works with a person who she perceives is operating
within a scarcity mindset, she acknowledges the experience of scarcity and then
invites that person to take stock of their current resources. This can move a person out
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of that mindset. This is a strategy that could be helpful for working with schools as
well.
In the literature, recent scholarship suggests that shared or flat leadership
approaches that distribute decision-making and power can help to mitigate both
isolation and siloing in equity work (Kezar et al., 2021). Isolation can also be
addressed through participation in a professional learning network (Schnellert, 2020).
Professional learning networks have developed to address isolation for several
different groups of educators that experience isolation, such as rural teachers in small
schools (Schnellert, 2020), education leaders in a region (e.g. University of Portland,
n.d.), and human service and education professionals (NTTAC, n.d). Several
participants spoke about how their team is one of the sources of strength that they
draw upon; they do not feel isolated because they have collaborators in their work.
Starting Equity Learning with Emotional Practice. Skilled equity leaders
expect, plan for, and prepare learners for difficult emotions in their professional
development. This last finding represents a departure from standard approaches to
professional development. Equity learning is inherently emotional. There is hidden
emotional content, which can be seen when professional development is primarily
focused on information about inequity. Emotional discomfort squeezes out around the
edges in the form of learner’s feelings of defensiveness, anger, or feelings of shame.
Learners may feel threatened if their previous experiences and context are not
accounted for. These emotional reactions tend to be seen as highly unprofessional in
education settings as Christina noted; we “keep it nice” in education as Nathe also
suggested. The perception of these emotional reactions as unprofessional is perhaps

158

heightening these feelings of threat as educator-learners may see their reputation on
the line. From neuroscience research, emotional responses of anger and defensiveness
indicate a high level of stress hormones; high levels of these hormones interfere with
the integration of new learning as the brains seeks to find safety and restore balance to
the nervous system (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007; Vogel et al., 2017; Vogel &
Schwabe, 2016). When equity leaders understand that emotional experiences of
discomfort cause stress that interferes with the brain’s ability to integrate new
information, they work carefully to help learners manage these emotions. In this way
they successfully navigate what could be an obstacle to learning.
A strategy that several leaders in this study use is beginning equity work with
practices that are designed specifically for emotions: social and emotional learning for
adults and circles. Participants like Lisa and Angela, versed in social and emotional
learning, used emotional skill-building to “prime the environment” for equity learning.
They understood that certain emotions were likely to manifest, they planned for them,
and they were transparent about this with their educator learners. In the literature,
Manassah and colleagues use circle practice and SEL together in their professional
development about equity (2018). They explain that the circle format creates a safe
environment for sharing, and sharing stories can help people connect to each other
through common experiences and move more easily past shame and guilt and into
action-focused learning (Manassah et al., 2018). Awareness of the impact and role of
emotions in equity professional development allows leaders to make choices that
respect their learners and help them move past discomfort into deeper learning.
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Leaders in this study were aware that their equity professional development
content could create emotions of discomfort, fear, and anger, and they planned ahead
to create structures to safely hold emotional conversations and build skills to move
through those emotions with their learners. They know to do this because moving
through these same emotions was an important step in their own process of
transformation towards equity-centered practice and leadership.
Summary of the Comparative Analysis
This comparative analysis has taken the results of all three data sources and
compared them to the literature. Key findings emerged to answer each research
question. In response to Research Question 1, about how leader’s experiences and
perspectives influenced their work towards educational equity, it was found that
experiences of transformative learning were important for the leadership path of each
of the equity leaders. A contradictory perspective emerged in the responses when
participants spoke about teachers who are resistant to change. Some leaders felt that it
was not worthwhile to work with teachers who were resistant to change, while others
adopted a more humanized perspective towards educator-learners.
In answer to Research Question 2 about how equity leaders conceptualize and
understand equity work, it was found that these participants agree that seeing the
humanity of learners is the primary goal of equity work. Looking beneath the surface
of what was apparent allowed leaders to see obstacles to the adoption of equity
practice within institutional structures, including siloing and isolation. They also noted
that emotional discomfort was an obstacle to equity practice.
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To answer Research Question 3, about how equity leaders use professional
development to encourage the adoption of equity practices in schools, it was found
that a number of strategies formed their approach. They helped create custom-built
frameworks to clarify which ideas their educational communities were using to shape
their practice and professional development strategies. The story of what they had
experienced shaped how and why they pursue equity work, and they used their stories
to build trust with others. Equity leaders in this study engaged the tension between a
sense of urgency and slowing down to make good decisions. They found that siloing,
scarcity, and isolation can be addressed at the policy level. Lastly, skilled equity
leaders expect, plan for, and prepare learners for difficult emotions in their
professional development. This last finding may be the most important, because it
represents a departure from the literature on standard best practice approaches to
professional development.
Discussion
Finding limitations in the literature around professional learning and leadership
for equity, this project has attempted to examine in greater detail the processes at the
core of equity work. Many of the interview questions were simply about
understanding equity leadership and professional development from the perspective of
people who are immersed in it every day, and whose perspectives are largely missing
from the conversations about equity and equity leadership. The first part of the
analysis of data in this grounded theory research project was about more clearly
defining the work of equity leadership in mid-level roles.
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The descriptions of their work experiences yielded many great insights into
what equity leadership in mid-level roles looks like: what the challenges and
opportunities are. These findings in Chapter 4 are useful as they stand for designing
and guiding the roles of equity professionals. Based on these challenges and
opportunities, the recommendations for education communities to help equity leaders
be more effective are: (a) integrate equity leadership throughout departments and
eliminate silos, (b) formalize equity leaders’ roles as disrupters and thought leaders to
shield this work from being diluted by the need to belong, (c) allow these
professionals a greater level of control over the delivery of professional learning, (d)
include leading the creation of frameworks for equity practice and professional
development as a key responsibility, and (e) allow time and flexibility for them to do
the work of creating trust and relationships between and among educators and
students. Facilitating the work of equity leaders at the middle level by eliminating
obstacles and leaning into the opportunities will allow education communities to make
the most of what these professionals have to offer.
Grounding a knowledge base in equity leaders’ experiences and
understandings of equity work then informed the next level of inquiry: what can we do
to improve professional development practice related to equity? One line of thinking
was to see in what ways equity leaders approach professional development differently
than what is in the best practice frameworks. One finding was that they are not
innovating new forms of professional learning; they are using the best practices as laid
out in the literature, such as workshops, seminars, coaching, and PLCs. When
participants identified their professional development as successful, I saw that they
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were doing something different than expected: a great deal of relationship- and trustbuilding work with their educator-learners on the side, within, before, and after
knowledge- or skills-focused professional development. They do this to create
openness, trust, and the experience of safety so that educators can receive the
knowledge and skills that they have to offer without throwing up defensive walls in
response to discomfort. Then, they are following up with educators to ensure that they
do not get stuck in that discomfort and instead travel through those emotions to apply
those new skills and knowledge to their practice. Some are also creating the conditions
for transformative learning, following the pattern of their own experiences of
transformative learning that led them to equity leadership. This illuminates why
bringing in an outside expert for a seminar, or sending educators off to a workshop
may not result in changes to practice. Without this extra work to create openness and
allow educator-learners to travel through difficult emotions and experience
transformation of their perspective, equity learning is encountering these emotions as
an obstacle and falling flat.
To fully understand why equity is important to education that serves all
students takes deep reflection on one’s own experiences in school as an educator, and
often as a student. To integrate the understanding generated takes openness and
humility. Going through these processes and evaluating one’s own past can be
emotionally difficult. But this journey may be essential to see each learner as fully
human with the same worthiness as any other.

163

A Proposed Framework for Professional Development for Equity
Current frameworks for professional development such as Darling-Hammond
et al. (2017) are not designed for the emotional nature of some types of learning,
including learning about inequity; reflecting on one’s own practices, memories, and
history; and identity exploration. This framework also lacks explicit connections to
theories of adult learning. Yet these frameworks do represent the best understanding
that we currently have about professional development. I suggest adding two
considerations to this framework. An updated framework for effective equity
professional development should include Darling-Hammond and colleague’s (2017)
framework for effective professional development: content focus; active learning;
collaboration; utilization of models; coaching and support; feedback and reflection;
sustained duration; with the addition of planning for the emotional nature of equity
professional learning and preparing learners for emotional discomfort; and
supporting transformative learning processes. The addition of these two
considerations should support the needs of educators to be respected as both learners
and as humans.
Planning for and Preparing Learners. Planning for emotional discomfort in
equity professional development means first understanding that equity work is deeply
emotional in nature. Secondly, it means understanding the context of the educational
community the learning is for, and understanding the educator-learners, as well as
understanding the content being presented. As demonstrated by the equity leaders in
this study, this work of building understanding on the part of the presenter is often
done on the side, before, within, and after the main presentation. It is important to

164

understand the context and the learners in order to plan for how your content will
impact them, so that you have some idea of what emotional response to expect during
professional development.
Thirdly, preparing learners for emotional discomfort means having respect for
them as professionals and as humans. It is seen as disrespectful to catch people offguard with troubling content, or to enact some kind of “gotcha.” Additionally,
neuroscience research indicates that strong emotions can interfere with learning
(Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007). However, taking in troubling content about
inequity, discrimination, exclusion, racism, and the impact of these on students is
essential to equity work; there is no way to avoid telling these hard truths, nor should
we try to (Kendi, 2019; Tatum, 2017). Instead, prepare learners by contextualizing the
discomfort they may feel. Discomfort is often a part of learning in constructivist
methods as well as in transformative learning, signaling that new or contradictory
learning is occurring or about to occur (Kegan, 2018; Mezirow, 1997). Give them
skills or prime skills they already have by using social and emotional learning
minilessons, such as recognizing and naming emotions or using calming strategies to
gain composure when upset. Assure learners that having an emotional response to
inequity is normal, and create a safe environment to allow people to express their
emotions, rather than hide them to maintain professionalism. Restorative circles were
developed to be able to hold difficult conversations between enactors and victims of a
crime; they are an effective structure for holding safe conversations about difficult
topics (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020; Zehr, 2015). Mannassah et al. (2018) combined
circles and SEL to create effective professional learning interventions for equity.
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Formalizing the preparation work for emotional content into a framework for
professional development lends attention to this important aspect of equity
professional development. Participants in this study did as much of this as they could
in the time they had; yet they could have done much more if it had been recognized as
a key part of preparing learners for their content. Including planning and preparation
to create the experience of safety and respectfully help learners manage their
emotional experiences within the group before presenting equity content could lead to
significantly more effective professional development for equity.
Supporting Transformative Learning Processes. One of the problems noted
in the literature review of this study was that professional development frameworks
often lack connections to adult learning theory. Connecting professional development
to established theory in adult learning makes it stronger and more likely to have an
impact (Drago-Severson, 2009). The equity leaders in this study all described
transformative learning experiences as key to their trajectory towards equity
leadership. Kim in particular described in her story about the teacher and student
sitting on the swings that transformative experiences are important to break-through
moments of understanding for educators.
Create the conditions for transformative learning by establishing a culture of
inquiry and do not shy away from dilemmas and contradictory perspectives.
Opportunities for discussion and dialogue are important, as well as exploration of
identity and perspective (Kegan, 2018). Support learners who are exploring and
establishing new perspectives or world views. While it is not always clear what will
instigate a disorienting dilemma, what happens after that eye-opening moment informs
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whether a new, more open-minded world view will be adopted, or whether the learner
will double-down on their previous perspective (Mezirow, 1997). In professional
development, look for those moments to occur and support the transformative learning
process as it unfolds.
Professional learning is strengthened when it draws on established
understandings of how adults learn. Equity learning in particular may benefit from
being connected to the transformative theory of adult learning that is designed to
support perspective change.
Implications for Practice
District and school leaders, equity professionals, and educator preparation
programs may benefit from the findings of this study. In addition to the proposed
framework, implications for practice for districts include the following considerations.
These recommendations are collected into two areas: how to support equity leaders in
their work, and how to leverage professional development to encourage adoption of
equity practices.
Supporting Equity Leadership. Equity leaders in this study identified
obstacles to their work that are based in institutional structures and policies. Based on
these findings, the recommendations for education communities to help equity leaders
be more effective are: (a) integrate equity leadership throughout departments and
eliminate silos, (b) formalize their roles as disrupters and thought leaders to shield this
work from being diluted by the need to belong, (c) allow these professionals a greater
level of control over the delivery of professional learning, (d) include leading the
creation of frameworks for equity practice and professional development as a key
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responsibility, and (e) allow time and flexibility for them to prepare learners in order
to get the most out of equity professional development, including creating trust and
establishing relationships. Now that many school communities have recognized the
need for equity leaders to influence decision-making and coordinate professional
development among their other duties, attention should turn to creating the conditions
for these educators to be their most effective.
Improving Professional Development. These recommendations for
improving professional development related to equity are grounded in the experiences
and recommendations of participants.
Follow best practices for professional development while acknowledging that
equity professional development is often emotional and requires additional
preparation. Use strategies such as circles and social and emotional learning for
managing emotional experiences as a group. Leaders communicate care and respect by
planning for and preparing educator-learners for potentially difficult emotions related
to equity professional development.
Make time to hear and share stories to create a trusting environment for equity
work. The story of what these leaders had experienced shaped how and why they
pursue equity work, and they used their stories to build trust with others.
Create a custom-built framework for equity practice and professional
development that rises from the problems of practice and needs in the school
community. Frameworks clarify which ideas an educational community is using to
shape their practice and professional development strategies. Follow culturally
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responsive education principles when creating this framework to ensure that the voices
of all stakeholders are included.
By attending to both the considerations for making equity leader’s work more
effective and for improving professional development for equity, school communities
can take a two-pronged approach to improving the adoption of equity practice. Equity
work can seem complicated when there is a lack of common understanding on what
terms mean and which practices should be utilized. It can also seem complicated when
unexpected anger or tears seem to come out of nowhere during a professional
development session. The many layers in the way we educate the next generation of
humans suggest that education may always be rather complicated. It is hoped that
these recommendations for practice can simplify the approach to shifting school
communities towards equitable education so that educators can more easily see the
humanity of the learners in their care.
Reflecting on Methodology
Reflecting on the application of methods in this study, this section will reflect
on the use of the community circle to structure the group session. This section will
also detail the implementation of grounded theory in this study using the guidelines
established by Charmaz (2014).
Community Circle as Focus Group
This study attempted a new research methodology, using the community circle
format (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2020) as a type of focus group. This method was
chosen because circles are used frequently in the equity community and circles can be
an effective way to create community through sharing, it was hypothesized that this
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method would increase participant’s comfort level, allow them to think more deeply,
and thus generate better data than a standard focus group. It was also hoped that it
would allow them to listen and learn from each other.
I found that participants were comfortable in the circle. They understood the
format with only a brief introduction. The circle generated good data. Participant’s
answers quickly got below the surface. The circle took more time to introduce than a
standard focus group, but each participant participated more equally than in other
focus groups that I have led. Fewer questions were addressed than a standard focus
group, but participants gave longer, more in-depth answers. Future research should
continue to experiment with this structure as it holds promise for getting past the
surface-level answers that can be common in focus groups. I would recommend that
researchers collaborate with experienced circle facilitators in order to manage the tasks
of leading and listening.
Reflecting on the Use of Grounded Theory
Grounded theory was chosen as the best methodology to answer the research
questions of this study. The following questions in Table 7, adapted from Charmaz
(2014), were used to evaluate the quality of the application of this method.
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Table 7
Self-reflective Questions for Evaluating a Grounded Theory Study
Evaluation Question
Are the definitions of major categories complete?
Have I raised major categories to concepts in my theory?
Have I established strong theoretical links between categories and between
categories and their properties in addition to the data?
How have I increased understanding of the studied phenomenon?
How does my grounded theory study make a fresh contribution?
With which theoretical, substantive, or practical problems is this analysis most
closely aligned? Which audiences might be most interested in it? Where
shall I go with it?
What implications does this analysis hold for theoretical reach, depth, and breadth?
For methods? For substantive knowledge? For actions or interventions?
Note. Adapted from “Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide Through Qualitative
Analysis,” by Charmaz, K., 2014, pp. 337-338.

Using these questions as a starting point for reflection, the use of grounded theory
methodology in this study was applied consistently with a few limitations. The
definitions of the categories are complete. The final analysis connected the major
categories back to themes and the codes they were based on. These categories yielded
a theory that adds to the understanding of professional development for equity. A
secondary category yielded support for existing theory linking transformative learning
and leadership. The theoretical link between the primary and secondary findings is not
yet completely clear and this link could be explored in future studies.
I have increased the understanding of the phenomenon by adding a view point
that was largely missing in the literature: the experiences and perspectives of mid-
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level equity leaders. I have also added to the understanding at a moment when the
equity movement is receiving a great deal of focus, adding to the conversation about
equitable education at an important time. My study has made a fresh contribution by
presenting an updated model of professional learning that includes a place for
emotions and transformative learning within professional development for equity.
This work is aligned with the practical problem of making professional
development for equity more effective for the educator-learners who participate in it.
In turn the hope is that this contributes to solving the larger problem of creating
equitable education for students. The primary audience for this work is similar to the
participants: people who lead equity professional development, including teacher
leaders, mid-level equity leaders, administrators, and other trainers in the non-profit or
private sector. The secondary audience is for teacher preparation programs that
include equity topics in their coursework. These understandings about professional
development also translate well to pre-service teacher education, as similar obstacles
to equity learning may manifest in these settings. I certainly will apply these
understandings in my own work with educators in the future, and I will continue to
pursue some of the outstanding issues in my future research work.
Lastly, this work is only a first step in establishing a theory. More data is
needed with different types of stakeholders to fully describe the phenomenon. Much
refinement and understanding about the causal factors, impact of equity learning, and
development of interventions could result from this line of inquiry.
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Limitations
Although care was taken to plan a rigorous and thorough study, a few
limitations were noted. Current events, including the evolving COVID-19 pandemic
and the controversy surrounding the racial justice movement, Critical Race Theory,
and equity in schools may have impacted participants. Equity leaders were under
tremendous professional pressure and personal strain during this time and it may not
have been feasible or in their best interest to meet with a researcher or group of
strangers to talk about their work. This may have impacted the number of participants
in the study, particularly in the group session. It was hoped that enough participants
would be gathered to hold two group sessions, but the timing of the data gathering
window was small and enough participants were not able to attend during this limited
time. Additionally, controversy about equity practice locally within the Northwest and
at the national scale may have impacted the topics and issues that participants chose to
highlight in their sessions.
Of the equity leaders in this study, only three of the eight have been engaged in
their current roles with an equity focus for more than one year, and none had been in
their roles for more than five years. Their thoughts and theories about their work may
not represent expert-level understanding; however, they were hired for their expertise
and they work in a field that is still forming. Following up with these participants in a
few years could be highly informative for the field.
The timeline of this dissertation study did not allow for the prolonged
engagement and multiple encounters over time with participants that is ideal in
grounded theory studies (Charmaz, 2014). However, every effort was made to include
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all essential parts of a rigorous grounded theory study. More time would have allowed
greater opportunities for theoretical sampling with these and perhaps other participants
and further depth of development of theoretical understandings.
My positionality related to this research may call some to question my
conclusions. Rather than try to be objective, instead I hope this research is useful, and
so I have provided some information about my context to situate the results for
readers. I do not make a claim to objectivity or that there are not other conclusions one
could come to, and instead I adhere to social constructivism; that from my own
perspective within a shared context with my participants, these seem to be pragmatic
and useful conclusions and solutions to the problems that we face. I invite others to
evaluate this research on its own merits and draw their own conclusions.
Areas for Future Research
A number of areas where future research could focus were noted throughout
this study. These include areas that had interesting ideas that were not fully explored,
as well as continuing research to expand on the key findings.
Future research could continue to experiment with the circle format for
structuring focus groups. This structure was promising for getting past the surfacelevel answers that can be common in focus groups and creating an emotionally safe
environment for participants. Having the opportunity to only try this methodology
once, more opportunities to try this practice and describe the results are needed in
order to be able to judge the utility of this methodology.
Original research questions that were later revised included questions about
values and beliefs, and there were several interview questions directed at this inquiry.

174

However, in the interviews not every participant spoke about these areas and not
enough data was generated to describe patterns. Yet, the results were generated were
intriguing, including themes about alignment and conflict with values impacted equity
leadership choices. Future studies could investigate the role of beliefs and values in
relation to equity leadership.
Although identity was not a variable in this study, differences were noted the
challenges faced and opportunities found by participants, particularly based on the
variable of race or ethnicity. Future studies could explore the impact of identity
differences on the experiences, opportunities, challenges, and approaches of equity
leadership.
Considering the significant differences in the frameworks that came from two
different districts, more research regarding frameworks created by schools and
districts could generate a better understanding of how to best construct such a guide.
As this study demonstrated, a great deal can be learned about an organization and what
it values by examining the practices that were chosen to support its goals. A study of
user-created frameworks for equity from different districts and the processes by which
they were created could reveal more about these carefully crafted and influential
framing documents.
As this study is wrapping up, controversy around the role of teachers in
relation to teaching about social movements, race, identity, and history has exploded
across the US. Equity practices are being dissected by skeptical parents and the media.
It will be interesting to see in what ways the movement for educational equity shifts in
response to these critiques. Research in the area of equity practice should continue to
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document the ways that these practices and the language we use to describe them
evolve in response to societal opinion. Further study into the combined and
comprehensive strategies for equity practice could also be important in this area.
Finally, further studies applying the lens of emotions to professional
development for equity could explore many different research questions in this area.
Some examples of inquiry areas could include:
•

Creating, field-testing, and measuring the effectiveness of professional
development interventions based on the understandings of this study.

•

Describing the stages of process that educators pass through when
engaging in equity professional development.

•

Documenting leadership moves and their effectiveness at guiding educators
in equity professional development.

Additional research could begin from any of these areas as a starting place. Additional
research at the intersection of equity practice, professional development, and
leadership may continue to yield results as this field is currently in a state of flux in
response to the pressures of the larger society.
Conclusion
This chapter has presented the final comparative analysis and the key findings
of this research. A knowledge gap was identified about the considerations for planning
and presenting professional development for equity, a key component of the
movement for educational equity in schools to achieve more humanized education.
Teacher leaders, equity coordinators and directors, and those that work in the nonprofit space were interviewed because of their unique position to provide new insight
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into professional development for equity. This qualitative grounded theory study
documented how equity leaders in P-12 schools define their work, create
transformative professional learning for educational equity, and work around the
obstacles as they see them. The final analysis yielded an understanding of the
obstacles that equity leaders face in their work, and recommendations for making their
work more effective. It also yielded practices that equity leaders engage in as they
lead educator-learners in professional development and these became
recommendations for practice in equity professional development. Lastly, an updated
framework for equity professional development was proposed, drawing on DarlingHammond et al. (2017). A number of questions for further research could take these
understandings further.
This study has added to the literature on equity leaders outside of teacher and
administrator roles, including equity coordinators, equity coaches, and equity trainers.
Combined approaches to equity practice were documented in the analysis of practical
organizational frameworks created by districts. Additionally, this study has added to
the literature on professional learning by showing that obstacles to the adoption of
equity practice are often emotional in nature, and that these emotions can be navigated
with careful attention to preparing for professional development by creating
relationships through story-sharing; slower, more inclusive decision-making; and by
utilizing practices designed to manage emotions in a socially-healthy and communitybuilding fashion. Finally, this study has added to the literature on transformative
learning and leadership; equity leaders were not equity leaders until they experienced
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transformative learning that changed their understanding of the context of education
and their place in it.
This study has attempted to enlighten how equity leaders who lead from the
middle of their education communities create change at a pivotal time in our nation’s
history. The answer to this question is both complex and simple. It is the careful
weaving together of a myriad of educational interventions in such a way that is just
right for just one setting. It is also the clearing away of obstacles; institutional,
logistical, and emotional; that stand in the way of the simple moment when a teacher
and a learner sit down and share their stories, and in doing so learn to see each other as
full human beings. As Christina said of creating change towards equity, “It’s a
together process.” I sincerely hope that this study has contributed to your
understanding of this vital work.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol
Interview Questions for Participants
These first questions are about your work.
1. Can you tell me a little bit about your job and the organization that you
work with? (i.e. school district, non-profit)
2. When you think about educational equity, what do you consider to be the
important ideas or practices related to equity, and why?
3. When thinking about creating change in schools, how do you approach
your work with teachers and administrators?
4. How do you use professional learning or professional development in your
equity work?
5. What is something you’ve learned in your work with adults that you wish
more people knew?
The next few questions are more about you.
6. If you feel comfortable sharing, tell me about some of the experiences you
have had that influenced your choice to lead others in equity work, or use
an equity lens in your work.
7. What are your personal goals related to equity work?
8. What beliefs and values do you hold that guide your work related to
equity?
9. How do you feel about leading professional learning related to equity in
your current role?
a. What comes easy to you in this work?
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b. What aspects of teaching other educators are challenging?
10. What other challenges have you faced in your current role that you
continue to work on?
11. What successes or unexpected opportunities have you found?
12. Is there anything else you would like to share?
Each question that yields intriguing information may be followed up with a question
such as:
Can you tell me more about _____? or
What were you thinking about when______?
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Appendix B: Group Session Protocol
Researcher – Sue
Facilitator - Russ
Sue open session at 6:50 and put on some music
Russ arrive by 6:55
7:03 - begin
Welcome (Sue) 7:03-7:06
•

Welcome invitation, and share this opening offering - 1 or 2 minutes - context
for who I am

•

Go over ground rules - invite to listen from the heart and speak from the heart
to get at truths that aren’t always acknowledged in the work that we do, when
we speak from the heart it’s important that we can count on our listeners to
hold our words with integrity and respect and sensitivity. We’re here to tell our
own stories and not anyone else's. (1-2 minutes) curiosity, wisdom, gratitude,
shared experiences.

•

“With that I’ll pass it to Russ who’s going to facilitate us tonight.”

Welcome (Russ) 7:06-7:10
•

How facilitation will work
o I see my role as one to hold generous space for real talk and deep
listening. I have the pleasure tonight to ask interesting people
interesting questions. We will go in rounds, and each have a turn.
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(Share the order) I might ask a follow up question here or there if I
sense curiosity from the group.
o You are welcomed to answer each question or pass. You are also
welcomed to take your answer wherever you think it needs to go. You
can build on what others say, or start a new thread. It’s up to you.
o I encourage and invite you all to offer words of encouragement and
affirmation in the chat to show some love for any ideas that arise that
resonate with you tonight.
o “Is there anything that you all might like to ask of us tonight that would
help you feel open to tell your story and share your perspective?”
Opening (Russ) 7:10-7:12
Opening the circle - Russ
● The Cave by Paul Tran (2020) (Play Audio)
● Transition: “So, as we talk tonight, may we follow our ideas far enough
to find new ones together.”
Rounds (Russ) 5-10 minutes per round. Drop questions in chat as they unfold. (Sue)
1. Who are you? What’s your job? What do you consider to be your work in the
world? Share a snapshot from your day.
2. Looking below the surface of practices and programs, what is the REAL work
of equity?
3. What’s going on with resistance to change? How is it impacting the work, and
what can we do about it?
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4. What’s going on with siloing? How is it impacting the work, and what can we
do about it?
Time Check
5. (Optional) What’s going on with the narrative around scarcity when it’s time to
do the equity work? How is it impacting the work, and what can we do about
it?
6. What’s it really going to take?
7. What are your final thoughts for tonight?
Closing (Russ and Sue)
•

Expression of gratitude
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Appendix C: Consent Form
August 30th, 2021
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Sue Romas as part of
the UNIVERSITY OF PORTLAND School of Education doctoral program. I hope to
investigate the experiences of educators who lead professional learning for educational
equity, in order to improve professional learning. You were selected as a possible
participant in this study because meet the criteria of a professional educator who leads
professional learning, has goals or job duties directly related to equity, and you work
in the P-12 public schools or school districts.
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in an interview and/or a
focus group. We understand that right now is a stressful time for people working in the
schools, particularly for those leading equity work. This focus group and interview
could bring up stressful topics related to your work. The goals of this research are to
improve professional learning for equity and to better understand the issues around
professional learning for equity. The results could benefit people who work in
positions similar to yours and other educators who provide professional development
for equity. It could also inform people who educate, train, and coordinate the work of
equity-focused leaders. Although I cannot guarantee that you will receive any benefits
from this research, if you do choose to participate in the focus group, it will include
an opportunity to network with other local equity-focused educators.
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be
identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your
permission or as required by law. Identities will be kept confidential by using a
pseudonym that you choose, and any personally identifying information will be kept
separate from the data and password-protected. The sessions will be audio recorded,
and all recordings and transcripts will be kept in a password-protected computer and
servers at the University of Portland.
Your participation is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not
affect your relationship with me or with the University of Portland. If you decide to
participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any
time. If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to contact me, Sue
Romas (romass22@up.edu) or my faculty advisor Ben Gallegos
(gallegob@up.edu). If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject,
please contact the IRB (IRB@up.edu). You will be offered a copy of this form to
keep.
Your signature indicates that you have read and understand the information provided
above, that you willingly agree to participate, that you may withdraw your consent at
any time and discontinue participation without penalty, that you will receive a copy of
this form, and that you are not waiving any legal claims.
I, ________________________, understand the implications of this research project
and agree / do not agree (circle one) to participate in this study.
Signature: ___________________________________ Date: ___________________

207

